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a b s t r a c t
L a  F o n t a i n e  s l i t e r a r y  and  i n t e l l e c t u a l  ev o lu t io n  i s  c h a r a c t e r i ­
z e d  by  a  h e s i t a n t  and c o n sc ie n t io u s  e x p lo r in g  of s i d e - t r a c k s  w h ic h  r e ­
q u i r e  to  b e  a n a l y s e d  in o r d e r  to  a p p r e c i a t e  the  c o m p l e x  r e a l i t i e s  b e ­
h in d  th e  p o e t ’s l i t e r a r y  c r e a t io n .  H is  l ife which  s p a n n e d  t h r e e  q u a r ­
t e r s  of a  c e n t u r y  i s  d iv ided  in t h i s  s tudy  in to  s ix  b r o a d  s t a g e s ,  c o r r e s ­
ponding m o r e  o r  l e s s  to the  m a j o r  even ts  and  in f lu e n c e s  on h i s  c a r e e r  : 
c h i ld h o o d  ed u ca t io n ,  the  s e a r c h  f o r  l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s ,  th e  c r e a t i o n  of i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  p o e t r y ,  the  a p p r o a c h  to  m a t u r i t y ,  i n t e l l e c t u a l  m a t u r i t y ,  old 
age  and  d e c l i n e .  T h e s e  s t ag e s  a r e  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  a s e r i e s  of i n t e l l e c ­
t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e s  c u lm in a t in g  in  th e  f o r m a t i o n  of L a  F o n t a i n e ’s p e r s o n a ­
l i t y  a s  a  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t  and an  e p i c u r e a n  m o r a l i s t .  ^
T h e  poe t  b e c a m e  an  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a f t e r  u n d e rg o in g  v a r i o u s  e x ­
p e r i e n c e s  f r o m  the  w o r ld  a ro u n d  h i m .  H is  c u r i o u s  and  e c l e c t i c  t e m ­
p e r a m e n t  m a d e  h im  h igh ly  s u sc e p t ib le  to a l l  s o r t s  of i n f lu e n c e s  a s  w e l l  
a s  k e p t  h i s  m i n d  c o n s ta n t ly  on the  m o v e ,  f r o m  one l i t e r a r y  g e n r e  to  
a n o t h e r ,  f r o m  l i t e r a t u r e  to philosophy, ph i losophy  to  s c i e n c e ,  s c i e n c e  
to  h i s t o r y  an d  thence  b ack  to l i t e r a t u r e .  T h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  m o b i l i t y  
d r e w  i n s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  v a r io u s  s o u r c e s ,  bo th  a n c i e n t  an d  m o d e r n ,  to 
w h ic h  L a  F o n t a i n e  w a s  exposed .  Thus  the  f o r m a t i o n  of h i s  m i n d  an d  
a r t  o w es  a  lo t  to  the  com plex  and  i n t e r a c t in g  in f lu e n c e s  of su ch  a n c i e n t  
w r i t e r s  an d  t h i n k e r s  a s  P la to ,  H o m e r ,  E p i c u r u s ,  H o r a c e ,  L u c r e t i u s ,  
O v id ,  A p u l e i u s ,  V i rg i l ,  Seneca ,  and  n e a r e r  h o m e ,  M o n ta ig n e ,  M a r o t ,  
M a l h e r b e ,  G a s s e n d i ,  M a le b ra n c h e ,  Spinoza,  L e ib n iz  and  o t h e r s .  L a  
F o n t a i n e  took  so m eth in g  f r o m  each  of th e s e  t h i n k e r s  f o r  the  b u i ld in g  of 
h i s  own i n t e l l e c t u a l  p e r s o n a l i t y .  It m a t t e r e d  l i t t l e  to  h i m  w h e t h e r  
t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e s  w e r e  of the  p a s t  o r  of h i s  own g e n e r a t i o n ,  h e  s u b m i t t e d  
to  t h e m  in  h i s  own p a r t i c u l a r  m a n n e r  so long a s  th e y  r e p r e s e n t e d  h i s  
i d e a l  a n d  co n ce p t io n  of l ife.
L a  F o n ta in e  was g e n e r o u s ly  endowed with  the  i n n a te  p o w e r s  of 
i m a g i n a t i o n ,  o b s e r v a t io n  and  s e n s i t iv i ty  which,  co up led  w i th  h i s  a m i a b l e  
d i s p o s i t i o n ,  won h im  n u m e r o u s  a d m i r e r s ,  f r i e n d s  and  in f l u e n t i a l  p a t ­
r o n s  who  a i d e d  h i s  in te l l e c tua l  g rowth .  T h i s  g row th ,  the  s u b j e c t  of 
o u r  s tu d y ,  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in the m a t u r e  r e a c t i o n  of the  p o e t ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  
g e n iu s  to  th e  p r o b l e m s  posed  by h i s  age.
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A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S  -
I w i s h  f i r s t  of a l l  to  e x p r e s s  m y  th a n k s  and  d eep  a p p r e c i a ­
t io n  to  D r .  E v a  J a c o b s  of the  U n i v e r s i t y  of L o n d o n  f o r  h e r  u n fa i l in g  
and  in v a lu a b le  g u id a n ce ,  u s e f u l  s u g g e s t i o n s  and  c r i t i c i s m  th ro u g h o u t  
th e  p r e p a r a t i o n  of t h i s  t h e s i s .
M y  g r a t i t u d e  is  a l s o  due to  D r .  J .  D.  B i a r d  of the  U n i v e r ­
s i t y  of E x e t e r ,  f r o m  w h o m  I h a v e  n e v e r  c e a s e d  to  l e a r n  s in c e  he  
f i r s t  s u p e r v i s e d  m y  M a s t e r ’s w o r k  an d  k in d le d  m y  i n t e r e s t  in  L a  
F o n t a i n e .
I a m  in d e b te d  to  the  F e d e r a l  M i n i s t r y  of E d u c a t io n ,  L a g o s ,
»
N i g e r i a  w h o se  g e n e r o u s  f in a n c i a l  a s s i s t a n c e  m a d e  m y  r e s e a r c h e s  
p o s s i b l e ,  and  to  th e  a u t h o r i t i e s  of th e  U n i v e r s i t y  of N i g e r i a  N s u k k a  
f o r  g r a n t i n g  m e  s tudy  le a v e  w h ich  e n a b le d  m e  to p u r s u e  two y e a r s  
f u l l - t i m e  r e s e a r c h .
L a s t l y  but not th e  l e a s t ,  I w i s h  to th an k  m y  wife f o r  h e r  
p a t i e n c e  and  h e r  c o n s t a n t  m o r a l  s u p p o r t ,  the  F r e n c h  D e p a r t m e n t a l  
S e c r e t a r y ,  B e d f o r d  C o l lege ,  London ,  f o r  h e r  k ind  c o - o p e r a t i o n  an d  
e n c o u r a g e m e n t  d u r in g  the  p r e p a r a t i o n  of t h i s  w o r k  a n d  D r .  P .  A .  
N w achukw u  of the  I n s t i tu te  of O r i e n t a l  and  A f r i c a n  S tu d i e s ,  L o n d o n ,  
f o r  h i s  h e lp fu l  s u g g e s t io n s .
INTRODUCTION
L a  F o n t a i n e  is c e r t a i n l y  one of the  s u c c e s s f u l  F r e n c h  p o e t s  
w h o se  w o r k s  h a v e  b e e n  the  s u b je c t  of m u c h  c r i t i c a l  s tudy .  It s e e m s  
th a t  a new  r e s e a r c h e r  can  h a r d l y  h a v e  a ny th ing  m o r e  to s a y  abo u t  h i m .  
T h e  s p e c t a c u l a r  s u c c e s s  of h i s  F  a b le  s an d  so  m u c h  w o r k  d e v o ted  to 
t h e i r  s tudy  a r e  p r o o f s  of h i s  p o p u la r i t y .  T h e  o r i g i n a l  a n d  f a s c i n a t i n g
c h a r a c t e r  of h i s  s ty le  h a s  b e e n  b r i l l i a n t l y  d e s c r i b e d  by  m a n y  s c h o l a r s
1 2a m o n g  w h o m  one c a n  m e n t io n  R e m y  de G o u rm o n t  , F e r d i n a n d  Gohin,
3 4 5
O de t te  de M o u r g u e s ,  M a r g a r e t  Guiton ,  and  J e a n - D o m i n i q u e  B i a r d .
On the  p u r e l y  a e s t h e t i c  leve l ,  F e l i x  Boillot^.  P i e r r e  C l a r a c ^  an d  R e n e  
8
K ohn  h a v e  staidied h i s  love of n a t u r e  an d  h i s  v iv id  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of
*
it  in h i s  w o r k s ,  w h i le  h i s  m e s s a g e  a s  a  m o r a l i s t  h a s  b e e n  a n a l y s e d  by
9 10a b r i g a d e  of o t h e r  w r i t e r s  inc lud ing  H .  T a i n e ,  le V te .  de B r o c  an d
11B au d in .  A l l  t h e s e  w r i t e r s  have  done m u c h  to show w ha t  L a  F o n t a i n e  
w a s ,  but l i t t l e  to  ex p la in  how he  c a m e  to be  w ha t  he  w a s .
1. G o u r m o n t ,  R e m y  de.  L a  V ie  d e s  a n im a u x  et  la  m o r a l e  d a n s  l e s
F  a b le  s de L a  F o n ta in e ,  A r t i c l e  in M e r c u r e  de F r a n c e , LVII ,  
P a r i s ,  1905, pp.  510-523; LVIII,  pp.  24 -2 9 .
2. Gohin,  F ,  L ' A r t  de l a  F o n ta in e  d a n s  s e s  F a b l e s ,  P a r i s ,  1929.
3. M o u r g u e s ,  O d e t te  (M m e.  de). L a  F o n ta in e  F a b l e s ,  London ,  I960»
______________ G M u se ,  fuyan te  p r o i e ,  e s s a i  s u r  l a  p o e s i e  de L a
F o n t a i n e ,  P a r i s ,  1962.
4. Guiton,  M. , L a  F o n ta in e  ; P o e t  an d  C o u n te r p o e t ,  R u t g e r s  U n i v e r s i t y
P r e s s ,  N ew  J e r s e y ,  1961.
5. B i a r d ,  J - D .  , T h e  Style  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  F a b l e s ,  O x fo rd ,  1966.
6. B o i l lo t ,  F . ,  L e s  I m p r e s s i o n s  s e n s o r i e l l e s  ch ez  L a  F o n t a i n e ,
P a r i s ,  1926.
7. C l a r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  l ' h o m m e  et  l ' o e u v r e ,  P a r i s ,  1947. 
_______________  L a  F o n ta in e  p a r  l u i - m ê m e ,  P a r i s ,  1961.
8. Kohn,  R .  , Le  Goût de La  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  1962.
9. T a in e ,  H . ,  E s s a i  s u r  l e s  F a b l e s  de L a  F o n t a i n e ,  P a r i s ,  1853" 
_________________ L a  F o n ta in e  e t  s e s  F a b l e s ,  P a r i s ,  I 8 6 0 .
10. B r o c ,  (le V te .  de).  L a  F o n ta in e  M o r a l i s t e ,  P a r i s ,  1926 «
11. B aud in ,  E . , L a  p h i lo soph ie  m o r a l e  d e s  F a b l e s  de  L a  F o n t a i n e ,
N e u c h â t e l ,  1950.
It i s  p e r h a p s  s u r p r i s i n g  th a t  a t  a  t i m e  w h en  a  w ho le  l i t e r a ­
t u r e  h a s  b e e n  a s s e m b l e d  abou t  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  s c a r c e l y  an y  c r i t i c  h a s
g iv en  a d e q u a te  a t t e n t io n  to the  f o r m a t i o n  of the  p o e t ' s  m i n d  an d  a r t .
12  ^ 13 
P h i l i p  W a d s w o r th  , R en e  J a s i n s k i  and ,  m o r e  r e c e n t l y ,  J e a n - P i e r r e
14  I -
C o l l in e t  hav e  m a d e  u s e f u l  s t u d i e s  in  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n .  But  t h e i r  w o r k s ,  
though qu i te  b r i l l i a n t  an d  a d m i r a b l e ,  a r e  l i m i t e d  in  s c o p e .  W a d s w o r th ,  
f o r  e x a m p l e ,  s to p s  w i th  the  f i r s t  c o l l e c t i o n  of f a b l e s ;  J a s i n s k i  i s  m o r e  
i n t e r e s t e d  in th e  h i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d  to  the  f a b l e s ;  a n d  C o l l i n e t ' s  
w o r k  t e n d s  to be  m o r e  of a g e n e r a l  o r  a c o m p r e h e n s i v e  s tu d y  of L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  w o r k s  th a n  a s p e c i f i c  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of the  p o e t ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
g ro w th .  A n  a p p r e c i a t i o n  of the  b e a u ty  and  c h a r m  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  w o r k s  
shou ld  be  a c c o m p a n i e d  by a s y s t e m a t i c  s tudy  of the  p r o c e s s  t h r o u g h  
w h ic h  h i s  i d e a s  an d  a r t  d e v e lo p e d  if  the  c o m p le x  r e a l i t i e s  b e h in d  h i s  
l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n  a r e  no t  to be  i g n o r e d .  A s  Paul.  L a u m o n i e r  h a s  p e r ­
t in e n t ly  o b s e r v e d .
On ne  peu t  b ien  c o n n a î t r e  e t . j u g e r  e q u i t a b l e m e n t  
l ' o e u v r e  d 'u n  é c r i v a i n  que s i  on l ' e t u d i e  en fon c t io n  
de s a  b i o g r a p h ie ,  a u t r e m e n t  di t  s i  l ' o n  en  p o s s é d é  
to u s  l e s  e l e m e n t s  b i o - b i b l i o g r a p h i q u e s .  L a  c h r o n o ­
log ie  d e s  o u v r a g e s  de l ' e s p r i t  r a p p r o c h é e  de la  
c h ro n o lo g i e  d e s  a u t r e s  a c t e s  de la  v ie  e s t  la  b a s e  
de tou te  e tude  l i t t é r a i r e  s e r i e u s e ;  s i  c e t t e  b a s e  
m a n q u e ,  l e s  efforts du c r i t i q u e  n 'o n t  d ' a u t r e  r é s u l t a t  
q u 'u n e  a p p r e c i a t i o n  d o g m a t iq u e  ou i m p r e s s i o n n i s t e ,  
t o u j o u r s  su je t t e  a c au t io n .   ^^
T h e r e  i s  t h e r e f o r e  a  p r e s s i n g  n e e d  f o r  a  s tudy  w h ich  t h r o w s  m o r e  
l igh t  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  b a c k g r o u n d ,  d i s c l o s e s  h i s  r e l a t i o n ­
sh ip  w i th  h i s  n u m e r o u s  p r e d e c e s s o r s  and  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  an d  p e r m i t s  
a  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of h i s  w o r k s .  Such a s tudy  w ou ld  a l s o  h e lp  
to  c o r r e c t  c e r t a i n  e r r o n e o u s  i m p r e s s i o n s  w hich  s o m e  peo p le  s t i l l  
h a v e  a b o u t  the  p o e t ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  an d  a t t i t u d e  to l i fe .
The  a i m  of the  p r e s e n t  s tu d y  i s  to  u t i l i z e  p r e v i o u s  w o r k s  a n d  
the  r e s u l t s  of r e c e n t  r e s e a r c h  to sp o t l ig h t  an d  e s t i m a t e  the  i m p a c t  
of the  f o r c e s ,  i d e a s  and  in f lu en c es  w h ich  c o n t r ib u t e d  t o w a r d s  L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  evo lu t ion .  T h e  s tudy  h a s  no p r e t e n s i o n s  to
12. W a d s w o r th ,  P . A . ,  Young L a  F o n t a i n e ,  E v a n s t o n ,  I l l i n o i s ,  1952.
13. J a s i n s k i ,  R . , L a  F o n ta in e  e t  le  p r e m i e r  r e c u e i l  d e s  F a b l e s ,
P a r i s ,  1 9 6 6 .
14. C o l l in e t ,  J - P .  , L e  Monde l i t t é r a i r e  de L a  F o n t a i n e ,  P a r i s  ( P r e s s e s
u n i v e r s i t a i r e s  de F r a n c e ) ;  1970.
15. L a u m o n i e r ,  P . ,  T a b l e a u  ch ro n o lo g iq u e  d e s  oeuvres  de R o n s a r d ,
P a r i s ,  1 9 1 1 , p.  vi .
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f i l l ing  a l l  the  gaps  le f t  in  the  l i fe  of the  poe t  n o r  p ro v id i n g  de f in i te  
a n s w e r s  to e v e r y  p r o b l e m  r a i s e d  by  h i s  long and  c o m p l e x  c a r e e r .
It i s  m o t i v a t e d  r a t h e r  by  the  b e l i e f  th a t  by  s i f t ing  the  w o r k s  an d  i d e a s  
of L a  F o n t a i n e ,  an d  c o r r e l a t i n g  t h e m  to  the  m a i n  t r e n d  of the  l i t e r a r y  
and  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y  of F r a n c e ,  i t  cou ld  be p o s s i b l e  to  d i s c o v e r  
w h ich  of the  p o e t ' s  p r e d e c e s s o r s  a n d  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  h a d  a  l a s t i n g  in-r 
f lu e n c e  on h i m ,  w h ich  w o r k s  l e f t  the  g r e a t e s t  i m p r e s s i o n ,  and  w h ic h  
i d e a s  f o r m e d  the  c o r n e r  s to n es  of h i s  th ink ing .
In  the  t r e a t m e n t  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  if we a r e  to  g ive  
fu l l  w e igh t  to  the  c r e a t i v e  and  u n d e r i v e d  e l e m e n t  in  th e  in d iv id u a l  c o n ­
c e r n e d ,  we m u s t  s u p p le m e n t  the  g e n e r a l  t e n d e n c y  of the  t i m e  w i th  th e  
o r g a n ic  e v o lu t io n  of the  p e r s o n a l i t y  u n d e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n .  T h u s  due a t ­
t e n t io n  is  g iv en  h e r e  to  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  in n a te  d i s p o s i t i o n  c o n d u c iv e  to
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h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o g r e s s  and  to  th e  f o r m a t i o n  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  an d  p h i l o ­
s o p h i c a l  i d e a s .  T h i s  a p p r o a c h  i s  a d o p ted ,  b e l i e v in g  th a t  we can  on ly  
ob ta in  the  b e s t  in s ig h t  in to  m e n  an d  th in g s  w h en  we a c t u a l l y  s e e  t h e m  
g row ing  f r o m  the  beg inn ing .  It i s  on ly  in  t h i s  w ay  t h a t  L a  F o n t a i n e  
the  c r e a t i v e  a r t i s t  an d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c a n  be  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  L a  F o n t a i n e  
the  l e g e n d a r y  f a b u l i s t .
T h e  p o e t ' s  l i t e r a r y  and  i n t e l l e c t u a l  evo lu t io n  g iv e s  an  i m p r e s ­
s ion  of a w a n d e r i n g  s t a r ,  of a h e s i t a n t ,  c o n s c i e n t io u s  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  
f e l i c i t o u s  e x p lo r in g  of s i d e - t r a c k s .  T o  e x p la in  t h i s  f a c t  by  m e r e l y  
fa l l in g  b a c k  on th e  p o p u la r  m e t a p h o r  of " P a p i l l o n  du P a r n a s s e "  w o u ld  
a m o u n t  to  r e d u c i n g  the  p o e t ' s  c o n s c io u s  e f fo r t  in s e v e r a l  d i r e c t i o n s  to 
an  i n h e r e n t  f i c k l e n e s s  in  h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y .  A n  a t t e m p t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  m a d e  
h e r e  to  fo llow the  s u c c e s s i v e  d e v e lo p m e n t  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  sk i l l  a n d  i d e a s  
and  to e s t a b l i s h  a s  f a r  a s  p o s s ib l e  the  e s s e n t i a l  c h r o n o l o g i c a l  u n i ty  of 
h i s  w o r k s  i n s o f a r  a s  th i s  h e lp s  to show the  s t a g e s  of h i s  ev o lu t ion ,  
th a t  i s ,  the  i t i n e r a r y  w h ich  took the  po e t  f r o m  C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y  to  V a u x ,  
th e n  a f t e r  a  b r i e f  s top  a t  L i m o u s i n ,  f r o m  the  p a l a c e  of L u x e m b o u r g  to 
the  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  s a lo n  of r u e  d .. N e u v e - d e s - P e t i t s - C h a m p s ,  b r i n g i n g  
h im  f in a l ly  to  the  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y .  T h e  m a i n  s t r e s s  i s  l a id  on the  
l i t e r a r y  and  i n t e l l e c t u a l  evo lu t ion  of the  p o e t ' s  m in d .  T h e r e  i s  no d e ­
l i b e r a t e  a t t e m p t ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  to p ro v id e  a c o m p le t e  b i o g r a p h y  of L a  
F o n t a i n e .  B i o g r a p h i c a l  d e t a i l s  a r e  i n t r o d u c e d  only  w h e r e  th e y  h e lp  to  
r e v e a l  why the  p o e t ' s  c a r e e r  o r  l ine  of thought  took  the  l in e  i t  d id .
9S i m i l a r l y ,  i t  h a s  no t  b e e n  p o s s ib l e  w i th in  the  l i m i t s  of t h i s  s tu d y  to
e x a m i n e  in d e t a i l  e v e r y  l i t e r a r y  w o r k  c o m p o s e d  by  L a  F o n t a i n e .  Such 
a  d e t a i l e d  a n a l y s i s  i s  p r o v id e d  s e l e c t i v e l y  and  only a s  it  e l u c i d a t e s
s o m e  change  of p a t t e r n  o r  e x p la i n s  s o m e  i m p r o v e m e n t  in s k i l l  in  th e
i
p o e t ' s  a r t i s t i c  a n d  in t e l l e c t u a l  ev o lu t ion .
A n  a u t h o r ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p e r s o n a l i t y  c o n s i s t s  in  the  th o u g h ts  he  
h a s ,  the  w a y  he  e x p r e s s e s  t h e m  an d  how he  i n t e r p r e t s  t h e m  in  a c t i o n .  
T h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  n u r t u r e d  b y  e x p e r i e n c e  f r o m  the  s u r r o u n d i n g  w o r l d  
w h ich  o f f e r s  to e a c h  p e r s o n  a c h a l l e n g e  and  e l i c i t s  f r o m  e a c h  a  r e s p o n s e  
o r  a r e a c t i o n .  L a  F o n ta in e  b e c a m e  a  c r e a t i v e  a r t i s t  a n d  a n  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  a f t e r  b e in g  s u b j e c t e d  to v a r i o u s  v i c i s s i t u d e s  in l i f e .  T h e s e  c h a n g e s  
c a m e  f r o m  the  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld ,  f r o m  o t h e r s  who h a d  l iv e d  o r  w e r e  
l iv ing  w i th  h i m  in  t h a t  w o r ld ,  and  f r o m  though ts  w h ich  th e y  hac^ o r  a c ­
t io n s  to w h ich  t h e s e  though ts  l e d  t h e m .  T o  ge t  an in s ig h t  in to  h i s  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  one  m u s t  e x a m i n e  th e  f o r c e s  p r o d u ­
c ing  th e  m o v e m e n t  of thought,  the  c o h e r e n t  w ay  in w h ich  p r e d e c e s s o r s  
an d  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  o r g a n i z e d  t h e s e  i d e a s ,  an d  f in a l ly  th e  o r g a n i s a t i o n  
w h ich  L a  F o n t a i n e  c r e a t e d  w i th in  h i m s e l f  out of t h e s e  h e t e r o g e n e o u s  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  f o r c e s .
H i s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r ,  the  c e n t r e  of h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  
h a s  one d o m in a n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c ,  n a m e l y ,  an  i n t e n s e  m o b i l i t y .  T h e  
poe t  w a s  c o n s t a n t l y  on the  m o v e  f r o m  one g e n r e  to  a n o t h e r ,  f r o m  l i t e r a ­
t u r e  to  ph i lo so p h y ,  f r o m  ph i lo so p h y  to  s c i e n t i f i c  s p e c u la t io n ,  f r o m  
s c i e n c e  to  h i s t o r y  an d  th en ce  b a c k  to l i t e r a t u r e .  T h i s  in t e n s e  m o b i l i t y  
of i d e a s  gave  r i s e  to  t h r e e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  ; c l a n d e s t in i t y ,  h u m a n ­
i s m  an d  the  s e a r c h  fo r  new a r t  f o r m s  a n d  m o d e l s .  T h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s ­
t i c s  w e r e  s y m p t o m a t i c  of the  conf l ic t  b e tw e e n  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l i e f s  an d  
s c i e n t i f i c  k now ledge ,  b e tw e e n  d o g m a t i s m  an d  the  f o r c e s  of l i b e r t y ,  a n d  
b e tw e e n  s e c t a r i a n  p r e j u d i c e s  an d  the  d e s i r e  f o r  a  l ife of o r g a n i c  u n i ty  
in w h ich  a l l  p a r t s  of l ife would  have  a r e a s o n a b l e  p l a c e  in  th e  w h o le .  
C l a n d e s t i n e  l i t e r a t u r e  w a s  a d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of t h i s  s i tu a t io n .  A u t h o r s  
m a s k e d  t h e i r  i d e a s  and  i n t e n t i o n s  u n d e r  an  i r o n i c a l  an d  w i t t y  s ty l e  to 
a c h i e v e  c e r t a i n  ends.. T h u s  m o s t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  f a b l e s ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  th o s e  c o n n ec te d  w i th  the  f a l l  and  t r i a l  of F o u q u e t ,  c i r c u l a t e d  
c l a n d e s t i n e l y  b e f o r e  be ing  p u b l i sh e d  and  ev en  w hen  p u b l i sh ed ,  t h e i r  c o n ­
t e n t s  and  m e a n i n g  r e m a i n e d  d i s g u i s e d  u n d e r  a d i s a r m i n g  s o r t  of i r o n y
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an d  wi t ,  u n d e r s t o o d  only  by  the a u t h o r ' s  i n t i m a t e  a s s o c i a t e s  an d  
c l o s e s t  f r i e n d s .
A n o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of th e  p o e t ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  m o ­
b i l i t y  i s  h i s  h u m a n i s m ,  b a s e d  upon  th e  b e l i e f  th a t  co n t in u i ty  of l i f e  d e ­
pends  upon a n  in f in i te  s e r i e s  of l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  upon  th e  f a c t  t h a t ,  a l ­
though th e  s o u r c e  of be in g  d e r i v e s  f r o m  m a n ' s  a w a r e n e s s  of h i m s e l f ,  
t h i s  a w a r e n e s s  i t s e l f  d ep en d s  upon m a n ' s  a b i l i t y  to i n t e r a c t  m e a n i n g ­
fu l ly  w i th  th e  e x t e r n a l  w o r l d  a r o u n d  h i m .  T h u s  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  c u r i o s i t y  
arid e c l e c t i c  t e m p e r a m e n t  l e d  h i m  to  m a k e  a  genuine  an d  c o n s c io u s  e f ­
f o r t  to  a u g m e n t  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  the  u n i v e r s e  a s  a m e a n s  of i n ­
c r e a s i n g  h i s  kno w led g e  of n a t u r e  an d  d e e p e n in g  h i s  a w a r e n e s s  of h i m ­
se l f .  T h i s  a t t i t u d e  i s  only  n a t u r a l .  T o  be  h u m a n ,  a s  the  poe t  a n d  h i s
epoch  u n d e r s t o o d  i t ,  r e q u i r e s  a n  a b i l i t y  to  u n d e r s t a n d  the  w o r k in g  of
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m a n ' s  i n n e r  p sy ch o lo g y  and  an  e f f o r t  to  p u r s u e  a m a x i m u m  fu n c t io n in g  
of t h a t  p s y c h o lo g y  in  o r d e r  to  c r e a t e  e v e r  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  
f o r  l iv in g  d y n a m i c a l l y .  T h i s  s im p le  f a i th  in  know ledge  a s  p o w e r  i s  a  
m a r k  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  h u m a n i s m .  T h e  fo c u s  of h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  g r o w th  
i s  th e  g r a d u a l  evo lu t ion  an d  a f f i r m a t i o n  of t h i s  fa i th .
T h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  of k n ow ledge  to  the  e x p r e s s i o n  of th e  h u m a n  c o n ­
d i t ion  l e d  to  the  nex t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  h u m a n i s m ,  n a m e l y ,  
the  c o n s t a n t  s e a r c h  fo r  l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s  and  new  a r t  f o r m s .  T h e  i n ­
c r e a s e  in  h i s  know ledge  and  s e l f - c o n f id e n c e  l e d  to  a  s i t u a t io n  in  w h ic h  
c e r t a i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r e j u d i c e s ,  s u ch  a s  the  C l a s s i c a l  t h e o r i e s  f r o w n i n g  a t  
the  v e r s i f i c a t i o n  of fables^ h a d  to  be  d i s c a r d e d  b e c a u s e  th e y  cou ld  no 
l o n g e r  s t a n d  th e  s c r u t i n y  of r e a s o n .  It w a s  in  r e s p o n s e  to  t h i s  s e a r c h  
th a t  the  poe t  b r u s h e d  a s i d e  the  op in ion  of the  l i t e r a r y  " d o c t e " ,  P a t r u ,  
and  w en t  a h e a d  to  v e r s i f y  the  aesop ic  a p o lo g u e s ,  t u r n  t h e m  in to  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  p o e t r y  an d  c r e a t e  a new l i t e r a r y  g e n r e  out of t h e m .
T h e  t r a c i n g  of the  p r o c e s s  of l i t e r a r y  an d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e v o lu t io n  
by  w h ich  he  a c c o m p l i s h e d  th i s  t a s k  i s  by  no m e a n s  e a s y .  H i s  l i f e  w a s  
c o m p a r a t i v e l y  long ,  v a r i e d  and  th i s  c o m p l i c a t e s  m a t t e r s .  F o r  th e  p u r ­
pose  of t h i s  s tudy ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  p o e t ' s  l if e  w h ich  sp a n n e d  t h r e e  q u a r ­
t e r s  of a  c e n t u r y ,  h a s  b e e n  d iv ided  in to  s ix  b r o a d  p e r i o d s ,  c o r r e s p o n ­
ding m o r e  o r  l e s s  to  the  m a j o r  e v e n t s  and  in f l u e n c e s  on h i s  l i fe  a n d  
c a r e e r .  T h e  f i r s t  p e r i o d  (1621 - 1647) w i t n e s s e d  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p a s s a g e  
th r o u g h  a s e r i e s  of f o r m a t i v e  i n f l u e n c e s  in h i s  e a r l y  ch i ldhood  and
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a d o l e s c e n c e .  H is  e a r l y  e d u c a t io n  c u l m i n a t e d  in h i s  w i t h d r a w a l  f r o m  
the O r a t o r y ,  h i s  v o c a t i o n a l  a w a r e n e s s  an d  h i s  t r i p  to  P a r i s  f o r  f u r t h e r  
s t u d i e s .  H i s  a r r i v a l  in  P a r i s  (1647) m a r k s  the  b e g in n in g  of the  s e c o n d  
p e r i o d  (1647 - 1661) d u r in g  w h ich  the  poe t  c u l t i v a t e d  u s e f u l  a c q u a i n t a n ­
c e s ,  b e c a m e  m o r e  f a m i l i a r  w i th  the  f a c i l i t i e s  in  P a r i s  a n d  i n t e n s i f i e d  
h i s  r e a d i n g s  in  a n c i e n t  an d  m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e  in  s e a r c h  of l i t e r a r y  m o ­
d e l s  a n d  a  p o e t ic  p a t t e r n .  T h e  p u b l i c a t io n  of L 'E u n u q u e  in  1654 w a s  
a l r e a d y  a v i s i b l e  r e s u l t  but i t s  f a i l u r e  d e c id e d  L a  F o n t a i n e  to  t r y  h i s  
h a n d  in  w r i t i n g  h e r o i c  p o e t ry ,  the r e s u l t  of w h ich  w a s  A d o n i s , p r e s e n ­
t e d  to  F o u q u e t  in  1658. The  l i t e r a r y  t a k e - o f f  h a s  b e e n  m a d e .  T h e  a c ­
q u a in ta n c e  of F o u q u e t  b r o u g h t  the  po e t  in  c o n ta c t  w i th  a g a laxy  of e m i ­
n en t  w r i t e r s ,  a r t i s t s  and  a r i s t o c r a t s  w h o se  in f lu en ce  b r o a d e n e d  h i s  
m i n d  and  s o c i a l  outlook .  On the  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s ide ,  the  e f fo r t  m a d e  to 
fu l f i l  the  p o e t ic  c o n t r a c t  w i th  F o u q u e t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  c o m p o s i t i o n  of 
the  u n f in i sh e d  L e  Songe de V a u x  f u r n i s h e d  L a  F o n t a i n e  w i th  v a l u a b l e  
m a t e r i a l s  f o r  h i s  C o n te s  and  F a b l e s . F o u q u e t ' s  f a l l  a n d  the  p o e t ' s  
c o n s e q u e n t  d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  V au x  le d  to  the  t h i r d  s t ag e  of h i s  c a r e e r  
(1661 - 1668) w h e n  he  w a s  i n t r o d u c e d  to  the  s p l e n d o u r  of the  p a l a c e  
of L u x e m b o u r g  w h e r e  he b e c a m e  the g e n t l e m a n - s e r v a n t  to  the  d o w a g e r  
d u c h e s s  of O r l e a n s .  D u r in g  th i s  p e r i o d  the  poe t  c o n c e iv e d  a l m o s t  
s im u l t a n e o u s l y  the  tw in  g e n r e s  of C o n te s  and  F a b l e s  an d  c r e a t e d  w h a t  
w a s  v i r t u a l l y  a  new l i t e r a r y  g e n r e .  With  C ly m e n e  a n d  the  f i r s t  two 
p a r t s  of the  C o n te s  he  i l l u s t r a t e d  and  d e fe n d ed  h i s  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  a n d  
t e ch n iq u e  of s t o r y - t e l l i n g  (1666), j u s t  a s  h e . e l a b o r a t e d  h i s  p o e t i c s  in  
the  c r e a t i o n  of the  fab le  in v e r s e  (1668).  T h e  l a t e r  c r e a t i o n  u s h e r e d  
L a  F o n t a i n e  f r o m  t r a d i t i o n a l  a po logue  in to  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o e t r y .  T h e  n e x t  
t e n  y e a r s  w h ich  fo l low ed  the  p u b l i c a t io n  of the  f i r s t  c o l l e c t i o n  of f a b l e s  
(1668 - 1678) c o n s t i tu te ,  a v e r y  f r u i t f u l  p e r i o d .  T h i s  f o u r t h  s t a g e  of 
the  p o e t ' s  l i fe  w a s  one of t r a n s i t i o n  t o w a r d s  m a t u r i t y ,  m a r k e d  b y  the  
p u b l i c a t io n  of P s y c h e , a n o th e r  b lend ing  of p r o s e  a n d  p o e t r y  s i m i l a r  to 
the  p a t t e r n  t r i e d  out e a r l i e r  in  Le  Songe de V a u x , w h ic h  w a s  to  s e r v e  
a s  the  c o n v e r g in g  poin t fo r  a l l  the  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s  a n d  s t y l e s  so  f a r  
a t t e m p t e d  by  the  poe t  (1669). T h i s  w a s  fo l low ed  b y  a n  i n t e r l u d e  of 
s to ic  i d e a l i s m ,  r e p r e s e n t e d  in the  P o e m e  de la  c a p t i v i t é  de S a i n t - M a l e  
(1673).  M ea n w h i le  the  dea th  of the  d o w a g e r  d u c h e s s  of Orleans a  y e a r  
e a r l i e r  l e d  to the  p a t r o n a g e  and  p r o t e c t i o n  of M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e  
w i th  w h o m  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  to  spend  the  nex t  tw e n ty  y e a r s  of h i s  l i f e .
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T h e  e n t r y  in to  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  c i r c l e  a c c e l e r a t e d  the  s p e e d  of 
the  p o e t ' s  a d v a n c e  t o w a r d s  m a t u r i t y .  T h i s  p e r i o d  of  h i s  c a r e e r  i s  
the  m o s t  p r o d u c t iv e  a s  w e l l  a s  the  m o s t  s ig n i f i c a n t  f o r  h i s  o v e r a l l  
d e v e lo p m e n t  an d  m a t u r i t y .  A p a r t  f r o m  w i t n e s s i n g  the  p u b l i c a t io n  of 
the  P o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i t é  de S a i n t - M a l e , the  p e r i o d  a l s o  s a w  the  c o m ­
pos i t ion  of the  i l l - f a t e d  o p e r a .  D aphne  (1674),  the  p u b l i c a t io n  of the  
l a s t  v o lu m e  of t a l e s  (1674) an d  the  s e c o n d  c o l l e c t i o n  of f a b l e s  (1678) .
A t  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e ' s s a lo n  L a  F o n t a i n e  c u l t i v a t e d  the  a c q u a i n t a n c e  
and  a s s o c i a t i o n  of w e l l -k n o w n  l i t e r a r y  m e n  l ik e  C h a r l e s  P e r r a u l t ,  
m e d i c a l  d o c t o r s ,  s c i e n t i s t s  an d  d i s c i p l e s  of G a s s e n d i  a m o n g  w h o m  w e r e  
B e r n i e r ,  M en jo t ,  R o b e r v a l ,  S a u v e u r  a n d  o t h e r s  w h o se  i n f l u e n c e s  e n ­
l a r g e d  th e  p o e t ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h o r i z o n  a n d  k in d le d  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  p h i l o ­
so p h ica l ,  s o c i o l o g i c a l  and  s c ie n t i f i c  p r o b l e m s ,  r e f l e c t e d  in  th e  f a b l e s
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of 1678. T h e  f if th  and  the  m o s t  c r u c i a l  p e r i o d  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  c a r e e r
(1678 - 1684) h a s  now begun .  With the  s e c o n d  c o l l e c t i o n  of f a b l e s  h e
e s t a b l i s h e d  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  m a t u r i t y  w h ich  is  d e m o n s t r a t e d  not on ly  in
the  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  D i s c o u r s  a M m e ,  de L a  S a b l i e r e  bu t  a l s o  in  su ch  
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w o r k s  a s  L e  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a . T h i s  l i t e r a r y  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  m a t u ­
r i t y  w a s  u n i v e r s a l l y  ackn o w led g ed  in  the  p o e t ' s  e l e c t i o n  to the  d i s t i n ­
g u i sh ed  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y  in 1684 th u s  b r in g i n g  to a  b e f i t t in g  c l i m a x  
s o m e  f o r t y  y e a r s  of l i t e r a r y  a s p i r a t i o n  and  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t .
T h e  p e r i o d  ,1684 - 1695; c o n s t i t u t e s  th e  l a s t  e le v e n  y e a r s  of L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  c a r e e r  d u r in g  which  the  twe l f th  and  l a s t  book  of. f a b l e s  a p p e a r e d  
(1693).  A l th o u g h  t h e s e  y e a r s  w e r e  a  p e r i o d  of c o m p a r a t i v e  d e c l i n e  in  
l i t e r a r y  p r o d u c t io n ,  th e y  w e r e ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  r i c h  in  i d e a s  a n d  m a t u r i ­
ty  f o r  the  po e t .  He  took an  a c t iv e  p a r t  in the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d i s c u s s i o n s  
of the  A c a d e m y ,  d e m o n s t r a t e d  a h igh  d e g r e e  of m a t u r i t y  a n d  i n d e p e n ­
dence  in the  q u a r r e l  b e tw e e n  the  A n c i e n t s  a n d  the  M o d e r n s ,  a n d  r e ­
m a i n e d  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  a l e r t  un t i l  h i s  d e a th  in 1695.
T h e  m e t h o d  of a p p r o a c h  a d o p te d  in  t h i s  s tu d y  i s  to  c o n s i d e r  
t h e s e  p e r i o d s  a s  a s e r i e s  of i n t e l l e c t u a l  e x p e r i e n c e s  c u lm in a t in g  in  the  
f o r m a t i o n  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  a s  a l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t ,  a  h u m a n i s t  
and  a m o r a l  p h i l o s o p h e r .  P r e v i o u s  b i o g r a p h e r s  of the  po e t  h a v e  t e n d e d  
to p r e s e n t  h i m  u n d e r  one o r  the  o t h e r  of t h e s e  t i t l e s ,  s u g g e s t in g  th a t  
the  l i t e r a r y  e l e m e n t  in h im  p r e v e n t e d  h i m  f r o m  m a k i n g  an y  o r i g i n a l  
c o n t r ib u t io n  to the  g ro w th  of i d e a s .  What  t h i s  a s s u m p t i o n  s e e m s  to  ig -
n o r e  i s  the  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a n a t u r a l  an d  p r o g r e s s i v e  con t in u i ty  
in the  p o e t ' s  p a s s a g e  f r o m  p o e t r y  to p h i lo so p h y .  C o n s e q u e n t ly ,  i f  r e ­
g a r d s  t h e s e  a s p e c t s  of h i s  d e v e lo p m e n t  a s  o p p o s e d  to  e ac h  o t h e r .
T h u s  m o s t  c r i t i c s  f e e l  th a t  the  poe t  m u s t  have  b e e n  e i t h e r  a  l i t e r a r y
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a r t i s t  o r  a m o r a l i s t  and  ' that  w h e n e v e r  he  t u r n e d  f r o m  one f ie ld  of e n ­
d e a v o u r  to  the  o t h e r  it  w a s  a c l e a r  i n d i c a t i o n  of a  d e f i c i e n c y  o r  d e f e a t ,  
o r  a t  l e a s t  a c o n f e s s i o n  of w e a k n e s s .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  t h e r e  i s  a  t e n d e n c y  
to b e l i e v e  tha t  L a  F o n ta in e  b e c a m e  a m o r a l i s t  b e c a u s e  of h i s  a w a r e n e s s  
of h i s  w e a k n e s s  o r  d e f i c i e n c y  in d r a m a t i c  p o e t r y .  B u t  w h en  one s e e k s  
to  def ine  w h a t  k in d  of m o r a l i s t  he  w a s ,  one i s  f o r c e d  to  a d m i t  t h a t  he  
w a s ,  b e f o r e  a ny th ing  e l s e ,  a poe t  who e x p r e s s e d  h i s  a p p r e h e n s i o n  of 
the  u n i v e r s e  a r t i s t i c a l l y .
T h e  u n i v e r s e  i s  a  r e a l m  w h e r e  m a n  e x i s t s  w i th in  a  s o c i a l  o r -
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d e r ,  s t r u c t u r e d  b y  m o r a l i t y .  He  m u s t  a d a p t  to c o n d i t io n s  d e s i g n a t e d  a s  
good o r  ev i l ;  an d  m u s t  l ive  w i th  a deve lo p in g  s e l f  : .i. he  m u s t
give m a j o r  p r i o r i t y  to s o m e  and  r e l a t i v e  p r i o r i t y  to  o t h e r s .  T h a t  i s ,  
he  m u s t  c r e a t e  w i th  t h e m  a v iab le  f r a m e w o r k  w h ich  w i l l  o f fe r  h i m  the  
m a x i m u m  s a t i s f a c t i o n  in  l iv ing .  T h u s  in s u b m i t t in g  to  the  w e ig h t  of 
t r a d i t i o n ,  to  the  m o m e n t u m  of the  p r e s e n t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  he  n a t u r a l l y  s u b ­
m i t s  to  th o s e  i n f l u e n c e s  w h ich  in h i s  op in ion  h av e  b e s t  i n t e r p r e t e d  l i f e  
in h i s  own t e r m s ,  w h e th e r  t h e s e  in f lu e n c e s  b e  of th e  p a s t  o r  of h i s  
own g e n e r a t i o n .  L a  F o n ta in e  i s  l ik e  e v e r y b o d y  e l s e  in  t h i s  r e s p e c t .  
I m m e r s i n g  h i s  own e x i s t e n c e  in the  s t r e a m  of h i s t o r y ,  h e  a s s o c i a t e d  
h i m s e l f  w i th  the  m o v e m e n t s  which  s e e m e d  i m p o r t a n t  to h i m  a n d  w i th  
the  peop le  who h a d  s o m eth in g  to  s a y  abou t  t h e i r  i m p o r t a n c e .  T h e  
s t r e a m  m a y  h a v e  b e e n  s m a l l  an d  the peop le  of con  s eq u en ce  few ,  bu t  
s t i l l  he  u s e d  t h e m  a c c o r d i n g  to  h i s  a b i l i t y  a n d  d e s i r e s .  By im p l i c a t i o n ,  
he  u s e d  w ha t  t h e y  c r e a t e d  : the  w o r k s  th e y  p ro d u c e d ,  the  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  
th e y  f o r m e d ,  the  t e n d e n c ie s  th e y  i n i t i a t e d  and  the  g o a ls  th e y  s e t .  So 
w ha t  h e  w a s  i n t e l l e c t u a l l y  c o n s i s t s  p a r t l y  of w ha t  o t h e r  p eop le  h a d  b e e n  
and  what th e y  h a d  thought ,  s a id  and  done , p lu s  the  w a y  h e  h i m s e l f  
u t i l i z e d  th i s  h e r i t a g e .
H i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  m u s t  t h e r e f o r e  be  s tu d ie d  in  the  
c on tex t  of the  t r a d i t i o n  in which  he  l iv ed ,  w i th  a n  a w a r e n e s s  of p r e d e ­
c e s s o r s  who h a d  m e a n i n g  f o r  h im  an d  of c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  who s h a r e d  
h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  t a s k .  He m u s t  be  s e e n  in a p e r s p e c t i v e  w h ich  e n c o m -
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p a s s e s  h i s  who le  p e r s o n a l i t y  and  w h ich  s e e s  h im  a s  a n  in d iv id u a l  a s ­
p i r i n g  to  l ive  a fu l l  l i fe  in h i s  own w ay  an d  e n d e a v o u r in g  t h e r e f o r e  to  
i n t e g r a t e  i t s  m a n y  a s p e c t s  in o r d e r  to  i m p a r t  to i t  c o h e r e n c e ,  uni ty ,  
h a r m o n y  a n d  m e a n i n g .  V iew ed  f r o m  th i s  an g le ,  the  po e t  w i l l  be  s e e n  
to be l e s s  c o m p l i c a t e d  th a n  c e r t a i n  of h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  He  p r o f i t e d  
g r e a t l y  f r o m  g r o u p s  t h a t  p r e c e d e d  h i m  and,  to  a l e s s e r  ex ten t ,  f r o m  
in d iv id u a l s  a l s o .  B u t  he  of ten  c h o se  to fo l low in d iv id u a l s  who w e r e  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of g r o u p s .  T h u s  R a c in e  w h o m  he  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  p e r s o n i ­
f i c a t i o n  of the  H o m e r i c /  c u l t u r e  an d  t r a d i t i o n  r e m a i n e d  h i s  c o n s t a n t
16guide an d  i n t e r p r e t e r  of G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e .  S i m i l a r l y ,  B e r n i e r  w a s  
fo r  h i m  an  e m b o d i m e n t  of g a s s e n d i s m .  L a  F o n t a i n e  h a d  a  w a y  of e x ­
p la in ing  to th o s e  who w e r e  w i l l ing  to  l i s t e n ,  h i s  p r o b l e m s  of l i t e r a r y  
i n t e g r a t i o n  an d  he  d i s c l o s e d  c l e a r l y  a t  t i m e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in h i s  f o r e ­
w o r d s  an d  p r e f a c e s ,  how he  u n d e r s t o o d  a  g iv en  l i t e r a r y  o r  i n t e l l e c t u a l
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p r o b l e m  an d  w h a t  p la n s  he  h a d  f o r  t a c k l in g  i t .  A n  i n t e l l e c t u a l  b i o ­
g r a p h y  of L a  F o n ta in e  m u s t  t h e r e f o r e  be  c o m p i l e d  in  the  l ig h t  of th e  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  s o c i a l  an d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  s i t u a t io n s .  He d id  no t  l ive  in  i s o ­
la t io n .  F a r  f r o m  b e in g  an  i s l a n d  a p a r t ,  he  w a s  open  to  a l l  s o r t s  of 
in f lu e n c e s ,  i d e a s  and  e v e n t s .  T h e  h i s t o r y  of h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e l o p ­
m e n t  i s  the  s tudy  of h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  g en ius  w o rk in g  on th e  p r o b l e m s  s e t  
h i m  by  h i s  a g e .
P h i l o l o g i c a l  c r i t i c i s m  i s  s u b s e r v i e n t  in t h i s  s tu d y  to  p h i l o s o p h i ­
c a l  in q u i r y ,  s in c e  the  s tudy i s  c o n c e r n e d  no t  only  w i th  th e  o u tw a r d  c o n ­
d i t ion  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  w o rk ,  bu t  m a i n l y  w i th  the  r e v e l a t i o n  w h ich  t h i s  
cond i t ion  m a k e s  of the  d r iv in g  e n e r g y  of h i s  though t .  T h i s  i s  no t  to  
s a y  th a t  the  poet c an  be  r a n k e d  a m o n g  the  g r e a t  p h i l o s o p h e r s  of the  
w o r l d  in  the  s a m e  w ay  th a t  he  c a n  be  a m o n g  the  b e s t  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s .  
But  a n  a t t e m p t  i s  m a d e  a s  f a r  a s  p o s s ib l e  to  s i t u a t e  h i m  in  th e  s e v e n ­
t e e n th  c e n t u r y  c u r r e n t  of thought  and  to d i s c o v e r  w h a t  th e  d i r e c t i n g  
m o t iv e  of h i s  thought  w a s .  T he  s tu d y  i s  p a r t l y  h i s t o r i c a l  a n d  p a r t l y  
a n a l y t i c a l .  But  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  to  e m p h a s i z e  t h a t  the  p h i lo s o p h y  of 
the  i m p o r t a n t  w r i t e r s  o th e r  than  L a  F o n ta in e ,  t r e a t e d  in  t h i s  s tudy,  
can  only  be  h a n d le d  sy n th e t i c a l ly .  I t w ou ld  be  v a in  a n d  id le  e v e n  in
16. R a c i n e ,  J e a n ,  O E u v re s ,  (ed it .  M e s n a r d ) ,  P a r i s ,  1865-1873 ,
t . I ,  p. 334.
17. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de,  O E u v res  c o m p l e t e s ,  (ed i t .  J e a n  M a r m i e r )
P a r i s  (Seuil) ,  1965, pp.  1 7 8 - 1 7 9 /  Cf.  Ib id .  pp.  66 -68 .
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a n  e s s a y  of a m o r e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  d i m e n s i o n  to d i s c u s s  e a c h  p h i l o s o p h e r  
e x h a u s t iv e ly .  I t i s  r a t h e r  h oped  th a t  e a c h  a u t h o r  w i l l  be  s e e n  in  a  
t r u e r  p e r s p e c t i v e  a s  he  t a k e s  h i s  p r o p e r  p la c e  in  th e  c o m p le x  i n t e r ­
a c t i n g  c u r r e n t s  of s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h i s t o r y .  I t  i s  t h i s
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p i c t u r e  of i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  th i s  a f f in i ty  of though t  w i th in  the  l iv ing  
m a t r i x  of a m o m e n t  of c u l t u r a l  h i s t o r y ,  r a t h e r  th a n  e x h a u s t iv e  d e t a i l ,  
t h a t  f o r m s  the  n u c l e u s  of the  p r e s e n t  s tudy ,  th u s  m a k i n g  i t  p o s s i b l e  
t o  v i s u a l i z e  how L a  F o n t a i n e ’s id e a s  a r o s e  f r o m  a  c e r t a i n  con tex t ,  
u n d e r  i t s  in f lu en c e  o r  in r e a c t i o n  to i t .
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C H A P T E R  I
F O R M A T IV E  I N F L U E N C E S  IN E A R L Y  CHILDHOOD (1621-1647)
1. E a r l y  E d u c a t io n
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  fo u n d a t io n  w a s  l a i d  b y  t h r e e  
d o m in a n t  f a c t o r s  in  h i s  youthful d e v e lo p m e n t ,  w h ich  d e s e r v e  to  be  
a n a l y s e d  : h i s  f a m i l y  b a ck g ro u n d ,  h i s  l i t e r a r y  t r a i n i n g  a t  the  
" C o l l e g e  de C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y " ,  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  a t  th e  O r a t o r y .
E a c h  of t h e s e  f a c t o r s  p layed  an  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t  in  sh ap in g  h i s  
a r t i s t i c  an d  in t e l l e c t u a l  p e r s o n a l i t y .
_ ♦ - 
H i s  f a m i l y  b a c k g r o u n d  is  r e l a t i v e l y  e a s y  to  d e l i n e a t e ,  a l th o u g h
it i s  no t  so e a s y  to  a s s e s s  i t s  i m p o r t a n c e .  He  w a s  b o r n  a t
C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y  on 7th Ju ly ,  1621. H i s  f a t h e r ,  C h a r l e s  de L a
F o n t a i n e  w a s  a  C o m m i s s i o n e r  of the  R o y a l  F o r e s t s  an d  W a t e r s ,
an d  h i s  m o t h e r ,  F r a n ç o i s e  P id o u x ,  c a m e  f r o m  a  w e a l th y  P o i t e v i n
fa m i ly ,  th e  P i d o u x  of P o i t i e r s  who w e r e  n o te d  f o r  t h e i r  long  n o s e s
1
a n d  t h e i r  lo n g ev i ty .
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f a m i l y  w a s  a n  a n c i e n t  one an d  h a d  s o m e  p r e ­
t e n s i o n s  to n o b i l i ty .  But  in  r e a l i t y  i t  b e lo n g e d  to  th e  p r o s p e r o u s  
m i d d l e - c l a s s  th a t  w a s  com in g  up and  a c q u i r i n g  a  new s o c i a l  i m p o r ­
t a n c e  in  th e  c o m m u n i ty ,  a c l a s s  of f u n c t i o n a r i e s  o r  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  
w h o se  s o u r c e  of s t r e n g t h  and  in d e p e n d e n c e  l a y  not on ly  in  th e  f u n c ­
t ions  t h e y  e x e r c i s e d  but a l s o  in t h e i r  b e in g  d i r e c t l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  to  
the  k in g  r a t h e r  th a n  to  the  f e u d a l  l o r d s .  T h i s  c l a s s  w a s  m a d e  up 
of peop le  who w e r e  s im p le ,  u n in h ib i t e d  an d  e a s y - g o i n g  a n d  a m o n g  . 
w h o m  food, love  an d  hun t ing  w e r e  i m p o r t a n t  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s .  L i fe  
w a s  gay  an d  c a r e f r e e ;  f r i e n d s  an d  f a m i l i e s  e x c h a n g e d  v i s i t s  an d  
en jo y ed  cbipious m e a l s  a m i d s t  l i v e ly  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  b r o a d  s t o r i e s  
an d  h i l a r i o u s  l a u g h t e r .  But the  s t o r i e s  w e r e  no t  t o ld  only  f o r  the  
s h e e r  joy  of s t o r y - t e l l i n g .  M o r e  of ten  th a n  no t ,  t h e y  w e r e  p i thy
1. C l a r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  p a r  l u i - m e m e ,  P a r i s ,  (Seuil ) ,  1967, 
pp .  6 - 7.
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a n e c d o t e s  in te n d e d  to in c u lc a t e  a m o r a l  l e s s o n  o r  i l l u s t r a t e  s o m e  
a s p e c t  of h u m a n  l i f e .  N a t u r a l l y  the  type  of f a i r y  t a l e s  a t t r i b u t e d  
to the  l e g e n d a r y  G r e e k  f a b u l i s t ,  AEsop ,  w e r e  p o p u l a r  on such
o c c a s i o n s .  A c c o r d i n g  to W a l c k e n a e r ,  c h i l d r e n  in  p a r t i c u l a r  e n -
1
j o y e d  s i t t i n g  b y  the  f i r e s i d e  and  l i s t e n i n g  to t h e s e  s t o r i e s  b e in g
2to ld  by  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  o r  e l d e r  r e l a t i v e s .  T h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  doubt 
th a t  L a  F o n t a i n e ’s e a r l i e s t  co n tac t  w i th  f a b l e s  w a s  m a d e  th r o u g h  
th i s  o r a l  t r a d i t i o n .
D e s p i t e  t h e i r  r e l a t i v e  in d e p en d e n c e  a n d  e a s y - g o i n g  a t t i t u d e ,  
the  m i d d l e - c l a s s  c i t i z e n s  w e r e  a p p r e h e n s i v e  a n d  c o n s t a n t l y  c o n ­
c e r n e d  w i th  the  v a g a r i e s  of the  r u l i n g  c l a s s e s  w h ic h  th e y  c o n ­
s i d e r e d  u n ju s t  and  t y r a n n i c a l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w h en  f o r c e d  l a b o u r ,
3h e a v y  t a x e s  an d  f in e s  w e r e  i m p o s e d  on t h e m .  M e d i c a l  s c i e n c e
»
w a s  s t i l l  d a n g e r o u s l y  p r i m i t i v e  and  d e a th  an  e v e r - p r e s e n t  t h r e a t .
It i s  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  t h e s e  p r o b l e m s  f e a t u r e d  p r o -
4
m i n e n t l y  in  the  w r i t i n g s  of an  ad u l t  L a  F o n t a i n e .  C o n so l in g  
p a s t i m e s  w e r e  sought  in  hun t ing  and  l o v e - m a k i n g  and  L a  F o n t a i n e  
a s  a g ro w in g  young m a n  does  not s e e m  to  h av e  h e s i t a t e d  in  e n ­
joy ing  the  b e s t  in love  and  l i t e r a t u r e  a s  o f f e r e d  by  the  p r o v i n c i a l  
c o m m u n i t y  in  which  he  g rew  up. So m e  of h i s  a m a r o u s  a d v e n t u r e s
w ith  A m a r i l l e ,  C h l o r i s ,  C ly m e n e  an d  a h o s t  of o t h e r  p r e t t y  w o m e n ,
5
r e p r e s e n t e d  in  h i s  p o e m s ,  took  p la ce  in t h i s  a t m o s p h e r e .
T h e  poe t  h a d  n u m e r o u s  u n c l e s  and  c o u s in s  a m o n g  w h o m  w a s  
P i e r r e  P i n t r e l  w h o se  t r a n s l a t i o n  of S e n e c a ' s  L e t t e r s  to L u c i l i u s  
w a s  known to h i m ,  and  who p r o b a b ly  i n t r o d u c e d  h i m  to th e  L a t i n  
a u t h o r .  A d d e d  to  th i s  in f luence  w a s  the  r a t h e r  i n s t i n c t iv e  i n t e r e s t  
of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f a t h e r  in p o e t r y .  He e n c o u r a g e d  h i s  s o n ' s  c h i l d ­
hood love  of p o e t r y  and  showed m u c h  e n t h u s i a s m  f o r  th e  m a i d e n
6v e r s e s  c o m p o s e d  by  h i m .  Given th i s  s i tu a t io n ,  i t  i s  h a r d l y  s u r -
2. W a l c k e n a e r ,  A .  C . ,  H i s t o i r e  de la  v ie  et  des  o u v r a g e s  de  J e a n  de
F n n t a i n e ,  P a r i s ,  1820, pp. 9 5 - 9 8
3. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de.  Op.  C i t . ,  pp.  4 7 1 -4 7 3 ,  "A M o n s e i g n e u r  l e  
Duc de B o u i l lo n " ,
4.  I b i d . ,  p. 79. F a b l e s , I, 15 and  16
5. Ib id .  pp .  478 - 481.
6. P e r r a u l t ,  C h a r l e s ,  L e s  H o m m e s  i l l u s t r e s  qui ont p a r u  e n  F r a n c e
p endan t  ce s i e c le  , P a r i s ,  1 696, 1.1, p.  83
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p r i s i n g  t h a t  th e  g row ing  ch i ld  b e c a m e  i n t e r e s t e d  in  p o e t s  l ike  M a r o t ,
R o n s a r d ,  D e s p o r t e s ,  R e g n i e r  and  M a l h e r b e ,  a l l  of w h o m  w e r e  to
have  a g r e a t  i m p a c t  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f u tu r e  w r i t i n g s  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  
7
i m m o r t a l  w o r k s .  O u r  poet h a d  t h e r e f o r e  the  a d v a n ta g e  of a  c h i l d ­
hood  sp en t  in c u l t u r e d  s u r r o u n d i n g s .  A l r e a d y  th i s  w a s  a good s t a r t .  
H i s  p o s i t i o n  a s  the  f i r s t  son of a n  e n l ig h te n e d  m i d d l e - c l a s s  c iv i l  
s e r v a n t  a f f o r d e d  h i m  the  chance  of h a v in g  a good l i b e r a l  e d u ca t io n  
in  one of the  b e s t  s ch o o ls  of the  t i m e .
T h i s  l e a d s  to  the  s ec o n d  i m p o r t a n t  f a c t o r  in  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
e a r l y  t r a i n i n g ,  n a m e l y ,  the  q u a l i ty  of s ta f f  and  t e a c h in g  a t  the
" C o l leg e  de C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y " .  T h i s  s ch o o l  w a s  r e p u t e d  f o r  i t s  good
te a c h in g  and  s t r i c t  d i s c ip l in e  w h ich  m a d e  p a r e n t s  f r o m  f a r  an d  w ide
send  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  to  the  s ch o o l .  T h e  s ch o o l  s t r o v e  to  f o r m  i t s
«
pup i l s  in to  c u l t u r e d  m e n  of the  w o r l d  th r o u g h  the  s tu d y  of the  
h u m a n i t i e s ,  b a s e d  on the  t e a c h in g  of th e  a r t  of d r a m a ,  s a t i r e ,  
r h e t o r i c  and  the  L a t i n  c l a s s i c s  a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  P h a e d r u s ,  C i c e r o ,  
V i r g i l ,  H o r a c e ,  T e r e n c e  and  Ovid .  T h e  t h e a t r e  w a s  p o p u la r  a t  the  
t i m e  an d  p u p i l s  w e r e  f a m i l i a r  w i th  the  p la y s  of C o r n e i l l e ,  R o t r o u ,  
S c a r r o n  an d  Du R y e r .  A r r a n g e m e n t s  w e r e  of ten  m a d e  by  the  s ch o o l  
a u t h o r i t i e s '  f o r  the  s tu d en t s  to w a tc h  the  a c t u a l  p e r f o r m a n c e  of p la y s  
by s o m e  of t h e s e  a u t h o r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  C o r n e i l l e .  We c a n  now u n d e r ­
s t a n d  why th e  s t a g e  h a d  such  a s t r o n g  a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  L a  F o n t a i n e .
8 ■He no t  only  b e g a n  h i s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  with  d r a m a t i c  p o e t r y  but  c o n -
9s c i o u s l y  a s p i r e d  to  be a d r a m a t i c  p o e t .  T h e  s tudy  of the  s a t i r i c a l  
s ty le  of s o m e  of t h e s e  p la y w r ig h t s  w a s  a u g m e n t e d  by  w ha t  th e  pup i l s  
saw  and  l e a r n e d  f r o m  the  g o in g s - o n  in the  p r o v i n c i a l  m i l i e u  of C h a m ­
pagne .  T h e  peop le  of C h am p ag n e  w e r e  t e m p e r a m e n t a l l y  l i g h t - h e a r t e d ,  
c r i t i c a l  of p e o p l e ' s  b e h a v io u r  and  fond of h u m o r o u s  g o s s i p .  T a in e  
h a s  g iven  an  e x ac t  p o r t r a i t  of t h e i r  n a t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r  :
7. P e l l i s s o n ,  F . P . ,  et  d 'O l iv e t ,  H i s t o i r e  de l 'A c a d é m i e  F r a n ç a i s e ,
P a r i s ,  1858, t .  II, pp.  3 04-306 .
8. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de.  Op. C i t . ,  pp.  297-322  j L 'E u n u q u e .
9. L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  known d r a m a t i c  w o r k s  in c lu d e  L 'E u n u q u e , L e s
R i e u r s  du B e a u - R i c h a r d ,  D aphne ,  G a la te e  , A s t r e e  an d  A c h i l l e .
19
C e s  b o u r g e o i s ,  s u r  le  pa s  de l e u r  p o r t e ,  c l ig n e n t  de 
l ' o e i l  d e r r i è r e  vous ;  c e s  a p p r e n t i s  d e r r i è r e  l ' é t a b l i  se 
m o n t r e n t  du doigt v o t r e  r i d i c u l e  e t  von t  g l o s e r .  On 
n ' e n t r e  j a m a i s  i c i  dans  un a t e l i e r  s a n s  inqu ie tu d e ,  
f u s s i e z - v o u s  p r i n c e  e t  b r o d e  d ' o r ,  c e s  g a r m i n s  en  
m a n c h e s  s a l e s  voqs  a u r o n t  p e s e  en  une  m i n u t e ,  tout  
g r o s  m o n s i e u r  que vous  ê t e s ,  e t  i l  e s t  p r e s q u e  s û r  
que VjP ^ s l e u r  s e r v i r e z  de m a r i o n n e t t e  a l a  s o r t i e  du 
s o i r .
T h a t  w a s  the  m i l i e u  in which  the  g e r m s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  s a t i r i c a l  
h u m o u r  w e r e  d e v e lo p e d  a m i d s t  the  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  p e r c e p t i v e ,  c r i t i c a l  
but h u m o r o u s  n a t i v e s  of C h a m p a g n e .  B a c k  a t  s choo l ,  pup i l s  w e r e  
e n c o u r a g e d  to e n t e r t a i n  t h e i r  c l a s s m a t e s  with  s t o r i e s  of t h e i r  e x ­
p e r i e n c e s  in  th e  town o r  wi th  t h e i r  f a v o u r i t e  f a i r y  t a l e s ,  and  anyone  
who h a d  none to n a r r a t e  w as  u s u a l l y  r e g a r d e d  a s  a d u l l a r d .  M o s t  
s ch o o l s  i n i t i a t e d  t h e i r  pup i l s  in to  G r e e k  and  L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e s  w i th  th e  
f a b l e s  of A Esop  an d  P h a e d r u s  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  N u m e r o u s  schoo l  e d i t io n s  
of t h e s e  w o r k s  w e r e  p r o d u c e d  by the  p u b l i s h e r s  and  b o o k s e l l e r s  iii 
P a r i s ,  L y o n s ,  the  Low C o u n t r i e s  and  G e r m a n y .  T h e  m o s t  p o p u l a r  
of the  e d i t io n s  w a s ,  of c o u r s e ,  N e v e l e t ' s  c o l l e c t io n ,  p u b l i s h e d  in 1610.
It g ro u p e d  the  G r e e k  f a b le s  a t t r i b u t e d  to AEsop with  t h e i r  L a t i n  t r a n s ­
l a t i o n s  t o g e t h e r  w i th  th o s e  of A p h to n iu s ,  B a b r i a s ,  A v ie n u s  an d  A b s t e -  
m i u s .  T h e s e  w e r e  s u p p le m e n te d  w i th  t e x t s  s e l e c t e d  f r o m  the  w r i t i n g s  
of p h i l o s o p h e r s  l ike  P l a to ,  h i s t o r i a n s  l ike  H e r o d o tu s ,  a n d  m o r a l i s t s  ■ 
l ike  P l u t a r c h ,  a l l  of which  e x i s t e d  in F r e n c h  t r a n s l a t i o n s .  I t w a s  
u s u a l  to  give q u o ta t io n s  t ak en  f r o m  the  f a b l e s  a s  t o p i c s  fo r  c o m p o s i t i o n  
and  a m p l i f i c a t i o n ,  and  s tu d en t s  w e r e  e n c o u r a g e d  to c o m p o s e  t h e i r  own 
a p o lo g u e s  by im i t a t i n g  the  m o d e l s  th e y  h a d  r e a d .  T h i s  s y s t e m a t i c  
t r a i n i n g  in  th e  a r t  of im i ta t in g  the  A n c i e n t s  d id  m u c h  to  co n d i t io n  the  
l i t e r a r y  s t y l e s  of the  F r e n c h  C l a s s i c a l  w r i t e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h o s e  of 
L a  F o n t a i n e ,  R a c in e  and  B o i l e a u .  A s  G e o r g e s  C out on h a s  r i g h t l y  n o ted ,  
th e  s u c c e s s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  owed m u c h  to  t h e  sk i l l  
a c q u i r e d  d u r in g  t h e s e  e a r l y ,  f o r m a t i v e  y e a r s  :
L ' é c r i v a i n  e s t  tou te  sa  v ie  r e s t e  f id e le  a de s  m é t h o d e s  
a c q u i s e s  pendan t  " s e s  a n n é e s  d ' e t u d e s . ^ ^
10. T a i n e ,  H . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  e t  s e s  F a b l e s ,  P a r i s ,  (H ache t te ) ,  1911, 
p. 7.
11. Couton , G . ,  L a  P o é t iq u e  de La F on ta ine ,  P a r i s ,  1957, p.  27.
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T h e  s c h e m e  of w o rk  w as  d iv ided  in to  g r a m m a r ,  h u m a n i t i e s  
a n d  r h e t o r i c ,  d e s i g n e d  to i n c u lc a te  c o r r e c t n e s s  of sp e e c h ,  e l e g a n c e  
an d  e lo q u e n c e .  T h e  o v e r a l l  o b jec t iv e  w a s  the  f o r m a t i o n  of an  a c c o m ­
p l i s h e d  m a n  of c h a r a c t e r   ^with  su f f ic ien t  d i s c e r n m e n t  an d  a b i l i t y  to
i
uni te  p u r i t y  of t a s t e  w i th  d e l i c a c y .  T h e  d e s i r e d  goal w a s  to be
a c h i e v e d  by  s tudy ing  a p p r o p r i a t e  t e x t s  e x t r a c t e d  f r o m  s e l e c t e d  w o r k s  an d
a n a l y s e d  a s  a  un i t .  T h e  l e s s o n  th u s  b e c a m e  a n  e x e r c i s e  an d  a t  the
s a m e  t i m e  an  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  an  im i ta t io n ,  a n  a m p l i f i c a t i o n  a n d  w a s
s u p p o s e d  to d e v e lo p  m e m o r y ,  j u d g e m e n t  and  i m a g in a t io n .  A l l  t h e s e
w e r e  m a j o r  i n f l u e n c e s  in  the  f o r m a t i o n  of a  s tu d en t  of the  'C o l l e g e  de
C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y / ' i n t o  a m a n  of t a s t e  an d  t a l e n t .  I t  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g ,
t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  the  t h r e e  o u ts tand ing  t r a i t s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ’s l i t e r a r y
t a l e n t s  t u r n e d  out to be  h i s  devot ion  to  th e  p u r i t y  of l a n g u ag e ,  h i s
love  of d r a m a  (even  though  he  did not e x c e l  in it) and  h i s  i n i m i t a b l e
s a t i r i c a l  s k i l l .  H i s  f id e l i ty  to  the  p r i n c i p l e s  of h i s  e a r l y  e d u c a t io n  i s
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ev id en t  f r o m  h i s  a d h e r e n c e  to the  t a s t e s  of the  age  , h i s  a n a l y s i s  of
13the  m e r i t s  an d  d e f e c t s  of a w o r k  of a r t  in  C l y m e n e , h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  
on a p r o p e r  b a l a n c e  b e tw e e n  im a g in a t io n  on the  one h a n d  an d  s e n s i b i ­
l i t y  and  d i s c e r n m e n t  and ju d g e m e n t  on th e  o th e r  and  h i s  e m p h a s i s  on
th a t  t a s t e  w h ich  i n s t i n c t iv e ly  p e r c e i v e s  c o r r e c t n e s s  of s p e e c h  a s  w e l l
14a s  e l e g a n c e  of e x p r e s s i o n  and  e lo q u en ce  of p r e s e n t a t i o n .  A l l  t h e s e  
t r a i t s  of s ty le  h a d  t h e i r  g e r m s  in the  l e s s o n s  of h i s  e a r l y  c o l le g e  e d u ­
ca t ion .  F u r t h e r  r e a d in g  out of s choo l  m e r e l y  s e r v e d  to  i l l u s t r a t e  and  
f e r t i l i z e  t h e m  in  the  m i n d  of the  poe t .  T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  of t h i s  b a s i c  
t r a i n i n g  in the  s u b se q u e n t  d e v e lo p m en t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  m e n t a l  p e r ­
so n a l i ty  h a s  b e e n  n o te d  by a t  l e a s t  two of h i s  w e l l - k n o w n  b i o g r a p h e r s .  
N a y r a c  s t a t e s  t h a t  the  poet owed h i s  love  of c l a s s i c a l  a n t iq u i ty  an d  
a n c i e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  to  h i s  e a r l y  co l lege  e d u c a t io n  :
12.  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de ,  Op.  C i t . ,  pp.  178 - 179, 66 - 68.
13. I b i d . ,  pp.  249 - 257.
14. I b i d . ,  p. 155, F a b l e s , X, 14, 11. 55 - 56. Cf.  pp.  66 - 68
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N o u s  ne  pouvons  s a v o i r ,  au j u s t e ,  à que l  âge  le 
je u n e  c o l l é g i e n  t e r m i n a  s e s  e t u d e s  s e c o n d a i r e s .
Q u o iq u ' i l  en  so i t  de c e l a ,  n o u s  , d ev o n s  r e c o n n a î t r e  
que s e s  m a î t r e s  lu i  ont e n s e ig n e  a u t r e  c h o se  q u 'u n e  
r h é t o r i q u e  a m p o u le e ;  i l s  lu i  ont a p p r i s  a a i m e r  
l ' a n t i q u i t é .  A u s s i ,  p a r  la  su i te ,  i l  ne  c e s s e r a  de 
l i r e  e t  de r e l i r e  c e s  i m m o r t e l s  a u t e u r s ,  dont il  
d e v i e n d r a  un d e s  defenseuj^s  l e s  p lus  a r d e n t s  
l o r s q u ' i l s  s e r o n t  a t t a q u é s .  ^
N e a r l y  h a l f  a c e n t u r y  l a t e r ,  P h i l i p  W a d s w o r th  c o n f i r m e d  the  o b s e r v a ­
t i o n s  m a d e  b y  N a y r a c .  He w r i t e s  :
No  m a t t e r  how pedan t i c  h i s  t e a c h e r s  w e r e ,  an d  
e v e n  if he  pa id  l i t t l e  a t t e n t io n  to  t h e m ,  he  m u s t  
have  a b s o r b e d  so m e  know ledge  an d  above  a l l  a 
t h o r o u g h  m a s t e r y  of L a t in .  S tu d en ts  spoke  th i s
l a n g u a g e    th e y  w r o te  t h e m e s  in  i t ,  th e y
s tu d ie d  L a t i n  g r a m m a r  and  r u l e s  of r h e t o r i c ,  th e y  
r e a d  a n d  i m i t a t e d  a u t h o r s  f r o m  the  who le  r a n g e  of 
R o m a n  l i t e r a t u r e .   ^^ *
T h i s  in i t i a t i o n  in to  L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e  and  t r a i n i n g  in r h e t o r i c  w e r e  to
p lay  an  i m p o r t a n t  ro le  in  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f u t u r e  c a r e e r  a s  a p o e t .
T h i s  h e lp s  to  e x p la in  why he  b eg an  h i s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  w i th  a n  i m i t a - 
17t io n  of T e r e n c e .  A l though  he  does  not s e e m  to h a v e  know n  m u c h
G r e e k ,  he  w a s ,  a c c o r d i n g  to d 'O l iv e t ,  an  av id  r e a d e r  of G r e e k  l i t e r a ­
l s  -t u r e  in L a t i n  t r a n s l a t i o n .  T h i s  k e e n  i n t e r e s t  in G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e
an d  c i v i l i s a t i o n  w a s  a t  the  ro o t  of the  p o e t ' s  g r e a t  a d m i r a t i o n  f o r
P l a t o .  A s  a m a t u r e  l i t e r a r y  m a n  he  w a s  to t r a n s l a t e  one of P l a t o ' s
19d ia lo g u e s  in to  F r e n c h .
B e t w e e n  1635 and  1636, L a  F o n ta in e  p r o c e e d e d  to P a r i s  to 
con t inue  h i s  s t u d i e s .  P a r i s  w a s  th e n  a s  now the  a t t r a c t i o n  of e v e r y  
young F r e n c h m a n  a nx ious  to f u r t h e r  h i s  e d u ca t io n  a n d  i m p r o v e  h i s  
s o c i a l  s t a t u s .  I n f o r m a t i o n  on the p o e t ' s  s t u d i e s  a t  t h i s  t i m e  (1635-1636)
15. N a y r a c ,  J . P ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  s e s  f a c u l t é s  p s y c h iq u e s ,  sa
p h i lo so p h ie ,  sa  p sy ch o lo g ie ,  sa  m e n t a l i t é ,  son  c a r a c t è r e ,
P a r i s ,  1908, p . 21.
16. W a d s w o r th ,  P .  A . , Op.  C i t . , pp.  5 - 6 .
17. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de.  Op. C i t . ,  pp.  297 -3 2 2 ,  L ' E u n u q u e .
18. P e l l i s s o n ,  F . P . ,  e t  d 'O l iv e t ,  Op. C i t .  , pp.  3 0 3 -3 0 6 .
19. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de,  ' R e c u e i l  de p o é s i e s  c h r é t i e n n e s  e t  d i v e r s e s ,
1611, ( P r é f a c e ) .  T h i s  w o r k  (how lo s t )  w a s  p r o b a b l y  a c c o m p l i s h e d  w i th  th e
a id  of a L a t i n  t r a n s l a t i o n  an d  w a s  p r e s e n t e d  to  the  G r a n d  
Conde  fo r  c o m m e n t s .
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i s  s c a r c e ,  f o r  a v a i l a b l e  r e c o r d s  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  l i f e  an d  c a r e e r  
s e e m  to hav e  t o t a l l y  ig n o r e d  th i s  p e r i o d .  T h e  e x a c t  s ch o o l  he  a t t e n ­
ded  in P a r i s  i s  not even  known; a l l  t h a t  one c a n  i n f e r  f r o m  the  
g e n e r a l  p a t t e r n  of e d u ca t io n  a t  the  t i m e  i s  t h a t  the  r a n g e  of s u b j e c t s  
t au g h t  t h e r e  a s  w e l l  a s  the  t e a c h in g  m e t h o d  m a y  h av e  b e e n  s i m i l a r  to 
what  o b ta in e d  in o t h e r  c o m p a r a b l e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  such  a s  the  " C o l leg e  
de C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y " .  ■ In v a r i a b ly  t h e r e  w a s  the  t e a c h i n g  of h u m a n i t i e s ,  
g r a m m a r  and  the  a r t  of r h e t o r i c  in  a l l  s c h o o l s ,  but t h e r e  w e r e  s l ig h t
m o d i f i c a t i o n s  f r o m  one schoo l  to the  o t h e r  in  the  r a n g e  of a d d i t i o n a l
20
s u b j e c t s  a d d e d  to  the  g e n e r a l  l i s t .  In P a r i s  L a  F o n ta in e  m e t  and  
b e c a m e  f r i e n d s  w i th  a n u m b e r  of s tu d e n t s  a m o n g  w hom  w a s  A n to in e  
F u r e t i e r e  who w a s  l a t e r  to b e c o m e  a  w e l l - k n o w n  poe t ,  n o v e l i s t ,  p h i l o ­
lo g i s t  an d  m e m b e r  of the  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y .  H is  c i r c l e  of a s s o c i a t e s ,
*
h o w e v e r ,  w a s  ye t  s m a l l ;  a l though  h e  m a y  have  s u c c e e d e d  in  i m p r o v i n g
h i s  know ledge  to s o m e  ex ten t ,  we h a v e  r e a s o n s  to s u s p e c t  t h a t  the
young s tu d en t  f r o m  the  p r o v i n c e s  w a s  not qui te  h ap p y  d u r in g  th o s e
e a r l y  d a y s  in P a r i s .  T he  s u rv iv in g  p o r t i o n  of h i s  c o m m e n t s  abou t
h i s  t e a c h e r s  a l l u d e s  to t h e i r  a r t i f i c i a l  e lo q u en c e ,  r i g o r o u s  d i s c i p l in e
and  p e d a n t r y  :
J e  h a i s  l e s  p i e c e s  d ' e lo q u e n c e
H o r s  de l e u r  p la ce ,  et qui n 'o n t  poin t  de fin.
E t  ne  s a i s  bê te  au  m o n d e  p i r e  21
Q ue  l ' e c o l i e r ,  s i  ce  n ' e s t  le  p e d a n t . . . . .
T h i s  s u g g e s t s  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  not a s  c o m f o r t a b l e  a s  he  h a d  e x ­
p e c t e d  in the  new, un iden t i f i ed  s choo l .  He  t e n d e d  to  be  s e n s i t i v e  a n d  
r e s e r v e d .  But  t h i s  t e n d en c y  did no t  p ro d u c e  a c o m p l e t e l y  n e g a t i v e  
i m p a c t ,  f o r  i t  e n a b le d  h i m  to devo te  m o r e  t i m e  to  h i s  s t u d i e s .  How 
f a r  h i s  e v id en t  d i s c o m f o r t  h e r e  c o n t r i b u t e d  to h i s  w i t h d r a w a l  f r o m  
the s ch o o l  a f t e r  f o u r  y e a r s  is  no t  e a s y  to a s s e s s  but he  s e e m s  to 
h av e  b e e n  only  too g lad  to l e a v e ,  an d  we find  h i m  nex t  a t  th e  s e m i n a r y  
of the  O r a t o r y .
T h e  nex t  i m p o r t a n t  in f luence  in L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  e a r l y  e d u c a t io n  
w a s  t h e r e f o r e  the  O r a t o r y . . T h e r e  h a s  b e e n  a lo t  of s p ec u la t i o n  abou t  
wha t  m a d e  h i m  e n t e r  the  s e m i n a r y .  W a d s w o r th  s u g g e s t s  a m o n g  o t h e r
20. B a r r i è r e ,  P . ,  L a  Vie  i n t e l l e c t u e l l e  en F r a n c e  du XVI^ s i e c l e
a I ' e p o q u e  c o n t e m p o r a i n e ,  P a r i s ,  (Albin M iche l ) ,  1961,
21. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de .  Op. Git .  p. 141, F  a b l e s , IX, 5; p. 77, (1.9)',
p. 108 (V. 11).
f a c t o r s  the  z e a l  of a d o l e s c e n c e ,  the  e x a m p l e  of s o m e  f r i e n d s  su ch  a s  
i ' x a n ç o i s  de M a u c r o i x  a n d  A n to ine  F u r e t i e r e ,  b o th  of w hom  w e r e  to
22b e c o m e  c l e r i c a l  m e n ,  the  a d v ice  of s o m e  p ious  t e a c h e r  o r  c l e r g y m a n .
In an  e n t r y  w h ich  A d ry ,  , the  l i b r a r i a n  of the  O r a t o r y  m a d e  in the
r e g i s t e r  of th e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  on 27 A p r i l ,  1641, he  n o t e s  tha t  the
can o n  of S o i s s o n s ,  H e r i c a r t ,  gave s o m e  r e l i g i o u s  b o oks  dea l in g  tke
p r i e s t l y  v o c a t i o n  to  the  young a s p i r a n t  :
Ce gout p o u r  l ' é t a t  e c c l e s i a s t i q u e  pouva i t  lu i  a v o i r  
e te  i n s p i r e  p a r  G. H e r i c a r t ,  C h ano ine  de S o i s s o n s ,  
qui a c e t t e  epoque lu i  f i t  p r e s e n t ,  e n t r e  a u t r e s  l ivgr^s 
de p ie t e ,  d 'u n  L a c t a n c e  de l ' é d i t i o n  de T o u r n e s .
It i s  d i f f icu l t  to i g n o r e  the  i m p a c t  of  t h e s e  f a c t o r s  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
d e c i s i o n  to  e n t e r  the  s e m i n a r y .  B u t  the  m a j o r  in f lu en ce  w a s  c e r t a i n l y
the  c o n t e m p o r a r y  s i tu a t io n  and  a t t i tu d e  to  c l e r i c a l  v o c a t io n .  T h e  f i r s t
*
h a l f  of the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n t u r y  w a s  a p e r i o d  d u r in g  w h ich  the  C a th o l i c  
C h u r c h  e n jo y ed  o v e r w h e l m in g  in f lu en ce  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  i n  F r a n c e .  R e ­
l ig io u s  o r d e r s ,  m o n a s t e r i e s  and  s e m i n a r i e s  w e r e  s c a t t e r e d  a l l  o v e r  
the  c o u n t r y .  T h e s e  o r d e r s  c o n t r o l l e d  e d u c a t io n  a t  a l l  l e v e l s .  T h e  
" C o l leg e  de C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y " ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  w as  s u p e r v i s e d  by  the  
J e s u i t s  an d  m a n y  of the  t e a c h e r s  w e r e  m e m b e r s  of th e  l o c a l  c l e r g y  
who w e r e  a lw a y s  on the lo o k -o u t  f o r  p o te n t i a l  r e c r u i t s  in to  the  v a r i o u s  
r e l i g i o u s  o r d e r s .  M ost  of t h e i r  r e c r u i t s  w e r e  young m e n  who w e r e  i n ­
t e r e s t e d  in  l i t e r a t u r e .  It w as  a  c o m m o n  p r a c t i c e  f o r  l i t e r a r y  m e n  to  
s e c u r e  a c l e r i c a l  a p p o in tm e n t  which  w ould  pay  t h e i r  l i v e l ih o o d  a n d  
a l low  t h e m  a m p l e  t i m e  f o r  w r i t i n g .  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  e n t r y  in to  th e  
s e m i n a r y  w a s  t h e r e f o r e  quite  in l ine  w i th  the  a t t i t u d e  of the  age  an d  
m e r e l y  s e r v e d  to  in d ica te  h i s  in ten t ion  to  be a  l i t e r a r y  m a n .  F r o m  
the  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  poin t  of v iew t o o j h i s  a c t i o n  is  d e f e n s i b l e .  T h e  
C h u r c h  w a s  one of the  s u r e s t  w ay s  to  a p o s i t io n  of p o w e r  an d  in f lu en c e  
in c o n t e m p o r a r y  s o c ie ty  and  m a n y  of the  l e a d in g  f i g u r e s  of th e  t i m e  
w e r e  c l e r i c a l  m e n .  T h e s e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  w e r e ,  no doubt,  the  m a i n  
f a c t o r s  t h a t  d e c id e d  La  F o n ta in e  to e n t e r  the  s e m i n a r y  of the  O r a t o r y .
He  s tu d ie d  f i r s t  a t  the  h o m e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of the  O r a t o r y  in  
P a r i s  bu t  w a s  soon  sen t  to the  " A c a d é m ie  r o y a l e  de J u i l l y " ,  a s choo l  
which  w a s  new ly  opened  by the  O r a t o r i a n s  n e a r  M ea u x .  T h i s  i n s t i t u -
22.  W ad s w o r th ,  P .  A . , Op. C i t . ,  p. 8
23. R é g n i e r ,  A .  D. , O e u v r e s  de j .  de la  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s  (H ache t te ) ,  1 883, 
t .L p .x i i i ,
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t ion  w a s  f a m o u s  f o r  the  e x c e l l e n t  q u a l i ty  of i t s  s ta f f  an d  t e a c h in g  
p r o g r a m m e .
Ju i l ly ,  le  p r i n c i p a l  é t a b l i s s e m e n t  de l ' O r a t o i r e ,  
de v ien t  un c e n t r e  de p r e m i e r e  i m p o r t a n c e  ou 
e n s e ig n e n t  de v r a i s  s a v a n t s .  On y p r a t i q u e  le  
f r a n ç a i s ,  l ' h i s t o i r e ,  l e s  l a n g u e s  v iv a n te s  au  
m o i n s  p a r  l e ç o n s  p a r t i c u l i è r e s ,  l e s  m a t h é m a t i q u e s ;
. . . .  l ' é d u c a t i o n  e s t  l ' a p p r e n t i s s a g e  de la  v ie ,  
u n i s s a n t  h u m a n i t é s ,  r e l ig io n ,  m o r a l e ,  d r o i t ,  e x e r ­
c i c e s  p h y s iq u e s ,  • t r a v a u x  m a n u e l s ,  v o y a g e s ,  dan s  
l a  t r a d i t i o n  de P o n o c r a t e  et  de M o n t a i g n e .  ^4
M any  w e l l - k n o w n  w r i t e r s  of the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n t u r y
/  - - p a s s e d  th r o u g h  th i s  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  d u r in g  t h e i r  f o r m a t i v e  y e a r s .
T h e  h ig h ly  r e p u t a b l e  a c a d e m i c  and  d i s c i p l i n a r y  s t a n d a r d s  of the  s ch o o l
w e r e ,  a s  R a y m o n d  P i c a r d  puts  i t ,  due to a ju d i c io u s  i n t r o d u c t io n  - of
in n o v a t io n s  in t e a c h i n g  m e th o d s  ^
dont l a  n o u v eau té  et  la  h a r d i e s s e  sont la  g lo i r e
de la  pédagog ie  au  XVII^ s i e c l e  L e  r y t h m e
d e s  e t u d e s  é ta i t  l a b o r i e u s e m e n t  c a lc u le ;  l ' e n ÿ d o i  
du t e m p s  p r e c i s  et  la  d i s c i p l in e  r i g o u r e u s e .
In O c t o b e r  1641, L a  F o n ta in e  w as  t r a n s f e r r e d  to  the  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of
S a i n t -M a  g lo i r e ,  s u p p o se d ly  to i m p r o v e  h i s  know ledge  of th eo lo g y .  But
a l r e a d y  h i s  v o c a t i o n a l  e n t h u s i a s m  w a s  w an ing .  L e f t  to h i m s e l f ,  he
devo ted  m o r e  t i m e  to r e a d in g  p ro f a n e  th a n  r e l i g i o u s  a u t h o r s .  H i s  book
of p r e d i l e c t i o n  w a s  L ' A s t r e e , a p a s t o r a l  nove l  by  H o n o r e  d 'U r f e .
T h u s  h i s  z e a l  f o r  the  p r i e s t h o o d  w a s  s h o r t - l i v e d  :
L e  c o n f r e r e  J e a n  de L a  F o n t a i n e  r e s t a  peu  de 
t e m p s  au  n o v ic ia t  de l ' O r a t o i r e .  P l u s  t a r d ,  
i l  a v o u a i t  a son  a m i  B o i l e a u  q u ' i l  s ' o c c u p a i t  26 
p lu s  v o l o n t i e r s  a l i r e  des  p o e te s  que R o d r i g u e z .
A s  h i s  n a t u r a l  t e n d e n c y  to d i v e r s i t y  a s s e r t e d  i t s e l f ,  he  b e t r a y e d  h i s
d i s g u s t  f o r  th e  s e m i n a r y  and  h i s  d e s i r e  fo r  a change  of s c e n e  by
m a k i n g  fun of the  m o r e  devout m e m b e r s  of the  B r o t h e r h o o d ,  in c lu d in g
h i s  s p i r i t u a l  d i r e c t o r ,  D e s m a r e s ,  the  J a n s e n i s t  t h e o lo g ia n  n o te d  f o r
24. B a r r i è r e ,  P . ,  Op. C i t .  p. 136
25. P i c a r d ,  R .  , L a  C a r r i è r e  de J e a n  R a c i n e ,  P a r i s ,  ( G a l l im a rd ) ,
1956, p . 25»
26. R a d o u a n t ,  R .  , L a  F o n ta in e  F a b l e s ,  P a r i s  (H ache t te ) ,  1929 )
" I n t r o d u c t io n " .  R o d r ig u e z  w a s  a S p an ish  t h e o lo g ia n  (1451-1524)  
who p u b l i s h e d  p e n e t r a t i n g  th e o lo g ic a l  t r e a t i s e s .
25
h i s  a b i l i t y  to  p r e a c h .  F o l lo w in g  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  e a s y  n a t u r e ,  h i s  
c h a n g e a b le  m o o d  an d  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r e s i g n a t i o n  of h i m s e l f  to h i s  
w h i m s  and  f a n c i e s ,  he  took  th e  only  e a s y  and  h o n e s t  w ay  out of a 
s i t u a t io n  th a t  h a d  beco rn e  m a n i f e s t l y  u n b e a r a b l e  to h i m ,  and  le f t  th e  
s e m i n a r y  a s  q u ie t ly  a s  he  h a d  e n t e r e d ,  a f t e r  b a r e l y  e ig h t e e n  m o n t h s .  
T h a t  L a  F o n ta in e  le f t  the  O r a t o r y  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g .  What i s  
m o r e  s u r p r i s i n g  i s  tha t  he  e v e r  s u c c u m b e d  to  the  t e m p t a t i o n  to e n t e r  
it a t  a l l .  In  f a c t  the  indu lgen t  l if e  of p l e a s u r e  w h ich  he  l e d  i m m e d i ­
a t e l y  a f t e r  l e a v i n g  the  s e m i n a r y  p r o v e d  how l i t t l e  f i t t e d  he  w ould  h a v e  
b e e n  f o r  the  p r i e s t h o o d .
T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  of the  s e m i n a r y  a d v e n tu r e  f o r  the  p u r p o s e  of 
th e  p r e s e n t  s tudy ,  h o w e v e r ,  l i e s  in  th e  ro le  w h ich  th a t  b r i e f  e x p e r i e n c e  
p la y ed  in  the  p o e t ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t .  P a r t  of the  t e a c h in g  
p r o g r a m m e  of th e  O r a t o r i a n s  w as  to  i n t r o d u c e  t h e i r  pup i l s  to  the  
t h e o r y  of f a b l e s  and  the  te ch n iq u e  of u s in g  t h e m  to  i l l u s t r a t e  o n e ' s  
r e l i g i o u s  p r e a c h i n g .  A s  in the  o r d i n a r y  s e c o n d a r y  schoo l ,  the  s t u ­
de n ts  of th e  s e m i n a r y  s tu d ied  the p r i n c i p l e s  of r h e t o r i c ,  c o m p o s e d  
e s s a y s  f r o m  a g iven  outl ine  and  p r a c t i s e d  l i t e r a r y  a p p r e c i a t i o n  w i th  
t e x t s  s e l e c t e d  f r o m  the  w o rk s  of e m in e n t  t h e o lo g ia n s  and  f a m o u s  L a t i n  
a u t h o r s .  T h u s  L a  F o n ta in e  a s  a s e m i n a r i s t  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  f a m i l i a r  
wi th  such  w o r k s  a s  the  P r o g y m n a s m a t a  e lo q u en t ia e  o r  the  G y m n a s t i c s  
of E l o q u e n c e ,  w r i t t e n  by the  c e l e b r a t e d  G r e e k  r h e t o r i c i a n ,  A ph ton iOs .  
S e v e r a l  t r a n s l a t e d  ed i t io n s  of th i s  w o r k ,  con ta in in g  th e  a u t h o r ' s  t h e o r y  
of f a b l e s  a s  w e l l  a s  e igh ty  of h is  a p o lo g u e s  w e r e  a t  th e  d i s p o s a l  of 
the  s tu d e n t s  of the  O r a t o r y .  Two of th o s e  f a b l e s ,  L ' Iv ro g n e  d a n s  le  
c e r c u e i l  an d  L e s  E n f a n t s  du l a b o u r e u r  w e r e  v e r y  p o p u la r  wi th  the  
p r i e s t s  of the  O r a t o r y ,  who often  quo ted  t h e m  in  t h e i r  s e r m o n s  an d  
s o m e t i m e s  gave  t h e m  to t h e i r  s tu d en t s  fo r  l i t e r a r y  a p p r e c i a t i o n .
T h e s e  s a m e  f a b l e s  w e r e  to f e a t u r e  in  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f i r s t  c o l l e c t i o n
27of f a b l e s  a s  L ' Iv ro g n e  et  sa  f e m m e  an d  L e  V i e i l l a r d  e t  s e s  enfan t  s.
A n o t h e r  p o p u la r  w o r k  u s e d  by  th e  O r a t o r i a n s  w a s  Le  T r a i t e
de r h é t o r i q u e , p u b l i s h e d  by le  P .  P o m e y .  T h i s  book  dea l t  w i th  the
te ch n iq u e  of c o m p o s in g  s h o r t  s t o r i e s  a n d  w i t ty  a n e c d o t e s  in b o th  p r o s e  
and  v e r s e  a s  w e l l  a s  p ro v id in g  s e v e r a l  e x a m p l e s  of p a s s a g e s  w r i t t e n
27. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 92, F a b l e s , III, 7; p. 102 (IV, 18)
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in v a r i o u s  s t y l e s  r a n g in g  f r o m  ro u g h  an d  s im p le  to s tu d ie d  and  
f lo w e r y  s t y l e s .  T h e  s e m i n a r i s t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the new  e n t r a n t s ,  w e r e  
3^ig(^]:ou-sly d r i l l e d  in the  b a s i c  l i t e r a r y  s k i l l s  inv o lv in g  a m p l i f i c a t i o n  
of t h e m e s ,  u s e  of f i g u r e s  of l a n g u ag e  an d  s ty le  a n d  the  a r t  of e x p l i ­
ca t io n ,  T h e s e  w e r e  to c o n s t i tu te  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  l i t e r a r y  i n s t r u m e n t s  
f o r  a n  adu l t  L a  F o n ta in e  a s  we s h a l l  s e e  l a t e r .  On  th e  p u r e l y  p e r s o n a l  
l e v e l ,  h i s  c o n t a c t  w i th  the  e r u d i t e  p r i e s t s  an d  m o n k s  such  a s  A r n a u l d  
d 'A n d i l ly  and  D e s r n a r e s  s t i m u l a t e d  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in l e a r n i n g ,  d e v e lo p e d  
h i s  i m a g i n a t i v e  p o w e r s  and  i n s p i r e d  h i m  with  a t a s t e  f o r  good m u s i c a l  
p o e t r y .  He  a l s o  a c q u i r e d  a v o lu m e  of d e t a i l e d  kno w led g e  abou t  the  
C a th o l i c  C h u r c h ,  th e  O r d e r s  and  r e l i g i o n  a s  a whole  w h ich  h e  u s e s
s a t i r i c a l l y  a n d  e v e n  l a s c i v i o u s l y  in  P a r t  IV of h i s  C o n te s  an d  o t h e r  
28w r i t i n g s .
*
F u r t h e r  t r a c e s  of h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  a  s e m i n a r i s t  c a n  be  s e e n
in  h i s  P o e m e  de la  cap t iv i té  de S a in t - M a le  in  wh ich  he  t r e a t s  the  t h e m e
29 30of m a r i t a l  c h a s t i t y ,  in the  B a l l ad e  s u r  Escoba:ç ,  in  h i s  h a n d l in g
31
of th e  p o e m  on p u r g a t o r y  and  in h i s  p a r a p h r a s i n g  of the  P s a l m s  a n d
32
t r a n s l a t i o n  of the  D ie s  I r a e . We sh a l l  r e t u r n  t o  t h e s e  w o r k s  in  the  
c h a p t e r  on the  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of p r o v i d e n t i a l i s t  t e n d e n c i e s  in  the  w o r k s  
of L a  F o n t a i n e .
He took  no a c t iv e  p a r t  in  th e  c o n t r o v e r s y  b e t w e e n  the  J e s u i t s  
an d  the  J a n s e n i s t s ,  bu t  of ten showed s y m p a t h y  fo r  th e  l a t t e r  f r o m  w h o m  
he  r e c e i v e d  h i s  only  known r e l i g i o u s  e d u c a t io n  a s  a  s e m i n a r i s t .  F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  two p o e m s  c o m p o se d  f a i r l y  e a r l y  in  h i s  c a r e e r ,  an d  c i r c u ­
l a t e d  c l a n d e s t i n e l y  in  m a n u s c r i p t ,  w e r e  i n s p i r e d  b y  P a s c a l ' s  P r o v i n ­
c i a l e s , a n d  th e y  r i d i c u l e  the  c a s u i s t r y  an d  e a s y - g o i n g  m o r a l  t e a c h i n g  
33of th e  J e s u i t s .  He w a s  l a t e r  to c o l l a b o r a t e  with  h i s  J a n s e n i s t  f r i e n d s
28. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp.  258 - 259; 2 61 - 277.
29. Ib id .  , p. 3 67. T h i s  p o e m  is  b a s e d  on a t e x t  by A r n a u l d  d 'A n d i l ly ,
s t r e s s i n g  the  J a n s e n i s t  th e m e  of m a r i t a l  c h a s t i t y .
30. I b i d . , p. 476
31. Ib id .  p. 265
32. I b i d . ,  pp.  477, 499
33. I b i d . , p. 476.
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in ed i t ing  and  p u b l i s h in g  the  R e c u e i l  de s  p o e s i e s  c h r é t i e n n e s  e t  d i v e r s e s
(16 7 / ) .  T h e r e  is  a d e ep ly  r e l i g i o u s  u n d e r to n e  in h i s  p r a i s e  of s o l i t u d e ^ ^
a n d  h i s  p o r t r a y a l  of h e r m i t s  in P s y c h e  ow es  s o m e t h in g  to  h i s  m e m o r i e s
3 5of the  " s o l i t a i r e s "  of P o r t - R o y a l .
But  t h e s e  t r a c e s  of J a n s e n i s t  s y m p a t h y  and  in f lu en ce  in  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  w r i t i n g s  shou ld  not be t a k e n  to  m e a n  th a t  the  po e t  w as  s l a v i s h l y
t i e d  to P o r t - R o y a l  o r  th a t  he saw no f a u l t  in the  J a n s e n i s t s .  In  f a c t
he  a l s o  g ives  t h e m  t h e i r  due s h a r e  of c r i t i c i s m .  In  a  c o m m e n t  on 
t h e m  in  a  l e t t e r  to  the  d u c h e s s e  de B ou i l lon ,  h e  pays  t h e m  due t r i b u t e  
a n d  r e s p e c t  bu t  r e c o i l s  a t  the  s e v e r i t y  of t h e i r  m o r a l  t e a c h i n g  :
L e  m a l  e s t  que l ' o n  v e u t  i c i  
De p lu s  s e v e r e s  m o r a l i s t e s ;
A n a c r e o n  s ' y  t a i t  devan t  l e s  J a n s é n i s t e s .
E n c o r  que l e u r s  l e ç o n s  m e  s e m b l e n t  un peu  t r i s t e s .
V o u s  d e v ez  p r i s e r  c e s  a u t e u r s  3 ^ *
P l e i n s  d ' e s p r i t  et  bons  d i s p u t e u r s .
In d eed  the J a n s e n i s t  d o c t r i n e  of the  f a l l e n  h u m a n  r a c e  w a s  a t  the  s a m e
t i m e  to in f lu en ce  h i s  p e s s i m i s t i c  v iew  of m a n  in th e  c o l l e c t i o n s  of
f a b l e s .
It c an  th u s  be  s e e n  tha t ,  a l though  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  s t a y  a t  the  
s e m i n a r y  of the  O r a t o r y  w as  b r i e f ,  the  e x p e r i e n c e s  he a c q u i r e d  t h e r e  
w e r e  f a r - r e a c h i n g  in t h e i r  in f luence  on h i s  f u t u r e  l i t e r a r y  a n d  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t .  T h i s  f ac t  i s  ev iden t  f r o m  the  i n d e l ib le  m a rk  w h ic h  
th e y  have  le f t  in s o m e  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  w o r k s .  A s  L e o n  P e t i t  p e r t i n e n t ­
ly r e m a r k s ,  the  i m p a c t  c r e a t e d  upon the  p o e t ' s  th in k in g  by h i s  c o n ta c t  
w i th  P o r t - R o y a l  c a n  be a p p r e c i a t e d  f r o m  the f a c t  th a t  the  l a s t  and  the  
g r e a t e s t  of h i s  f a b l e s ,  n a m e l y  L e  Ju g e  a r b i t r e ,  l 'H o s p i t a l i e r ,  e t  le  
S o l i t a i r e  (xii ,  24) w a s  i n s p i r e d  by a m e m b e r  of the  B r o t h e r h o o d .
B ie n  d e s  a n n é e s  a p r è s ,  la  f r éq u en ta t io n  d e s  M e s s i e u r s  
de P o r t - R o y a l  le  m a r q u e r a  d 'une  e m p r e i n t e  p ro f o n d e ,  
au  point que l a  d e r n i e r e  de s e s  f a b l e s ,  son  chanty .^u 
cygne ,  c ' e s t  a l ' u n  d ' e u x  qu ' i l  en  d e v r a  le  s u j e t .
We sh a l l  t a k e  up t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  fab le  when  we c o m e  to  d i s c u s s  the
l a s t  c o l l e c t i o n  of f a b l e s .  M eanw hi le  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  to no te  t h a t  the
s e m i n a r y  e x p e r i e n c e s  a f fo rd e d  L a  F o n ta in e  s o m e  u s e f u l  t r a i n i n g  in  th e
34. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J . d e ,  Op.  C i t . ,  p. 158, F a b l e s , XI, 4, 11 .22-38
35. I b i d . ,  p . 428
36. I b i d . ,  p. 48
37. L e o n , P e t i t ,  L a  F o n ta in e  a la  r e n c o n t r e  de D ieu ,  P a r i s  (N ize t ) ,
• 1970, p. 10.
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b a s i c  s k i l l s  w h ich  he  would  n e e d  f o r  h i s  f u t u r e  c a r e e r  a s  a  l i t e r a r y
m a n .  L a t e r  in h i s  l i fe ,  he  r e c a l l e d  w i th  s o m e  e l e m e n t  of n o s t a l g i a
the  qu ie t  m o n t h s  spen t  w i th in  the  s e c lu d e d  wa l ls ,  of the  O r a t o r y .
J e  vous  a i  f a i t  r é c i t  q u e lq u e fo i s  de c e s  h e u r e s  
Q u ' e n  d e s  l i e u x  s é p a r é s  de tou t  p ro f a n e  a b o r d  
J e  p a s s a i s  a l o u e r  l ' a r b i t r e  de m o n  s o r t .
A l o r s  j ' a v a i s  p i t ié  des  h e u r e u x  de ce  m o n d e .
M a in t e n a n t ,  j ' a i  perdu. ;  c e t t ^ ÿ a i x  s i  p ro fonde
Mon coeur  e s t  a g i t é .................
How fa i th fu l ly  t h i s  c o n f e s s io n  r e p r e s e n t s  the  p o e t ' s  d i s p o s i t i o n  a t  the
O r a t o r y  i s  d i f f icu l t  to  d e t e r m i n e .  P e r h a p s  h e  r e a l i z e d  how co n d u c iv e
the  q u ie t  and  p e a c e f u l  a t m o s p h e r e  of the  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  w a s  to  h i s
n a t u r a l  love  of so l i tu d e .  P e r h a p s  he  s i n c e r e l y  r e g r e t t e d  the  b r i e f  s p e l l
of s p i r i t u a l  joy a n d  t r a n q u i l l i t y  w h ich  c o n t r a s t e d  s h a r p l y  w i th  w o r l d l y
a g i t a t i o n s .  W h ic h e v e r  i s  the  c a s e ,  one th ing  s t a n d s  out c l e a r l y  : h i s
A
co n tac t  wi th  the  C h u r c h  th ro u g h  the  O r a t o r y  h e lp e d  to b r o a d e n  h i s  v iew  
of l i fe ;  the  qu ie t  m i l i e u  of the  s e m i n a r y  f o s t e r e d  m e d i t a t i o n  an d  m e n t a l  
cog i ta t ion ,  a w a k e n e d  h i s  im a g in a t io n  and  th u s  c o n t r i b u t e d  to h i s  m e n t a l  
g row th .
It m u s t  be r e m e m b e r e d  tha t  the  ex ten t  of t h i s  aw ak en in g ,  t h i s  
s t im u la t io n  of the  l i t e r a r y  and  in t e l l e c t u a l  p o w e r s  d ep en d s  l a r g e l y  upon 
the  d e g r e e  to w h ich  the  n a t u r a l  t a l e n t s ,  the  inna te  f a c u l t i e s  of i m a g i n a ­
tion,  p e r c e p t i o n  and  s e n s i t i v i t y  a r e  a c t i v e  in  th e  i n d iv id u a l .  N a t u r a l  
t a l e n t s  m u s t  be  p r e s e n t  b e fo re  th e y  can  be  d e v e lo p e d .  In th e  nex t  s e c k ip n ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  we sha l l  e x am in e  a s  p a r t  of th e  f o r m a t i v e  in f l u e n c e s  on 
L a  F o n ta in e ,  th o s e  a s p e c t s  of h i s  n a t u r a l  d i s p o â t io n  w h ich  w e r e  c o n d u ­
c ive  to h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d ev e lo p m en t .
2. N a t u r a l  D i s p o s i t i o n  and  V o c a t io n a l  A w a r e n e s s
On l e a v i n g  the  s e c lu s io n  of the  O r a t o r y  a t  the  end  of 1642, L a  
F o n t a i n e  r e t u r n e d  to  C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y  and  q u ick ly  r e a d j u s t e d  h i m s e l f  to 
the  s o c i a l  c o n d i t io n s  a l r e a d y  no ted .  He w as  a p p a r e n t l y  w o rk in g  h a r d  to 
c o v e r  the  g ro u n d  l o s t  d u r in g  h i s  p e r i o d  of c o n f in e m e n t  a t  th e  O r a t o r y ,  
a n d  did  not h e s i t a t e  to claim his a r r e a r s  of love  a n d  fun,  a s  we c an  i n f e r
39f r o m  the  t h e m e s  of the  E l e g i e s  . A t  21,  he  w a s  b eg inn ing  to  m a n i f e s t
38. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op.  C i t . ,  p. 371, P o e m e  de l a  c ap t iv i té  de
S a in t -M a le ,  11. 401-406
39. I b i d . ,  p p . 4 7 8 -4 8 1 .
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th o s e  t r a i t s  of c h a r a c t e r ,  wh ich  a r e  of s p e c i a l  i n t e r e s t  to  o u r  s tudy ,  
f o r  th e  in s ig h t  t h e y  give in to  the  p sy ch o lo g y  of the  d ev e lo p in g  p e r s o n a ­
l i ty .  T h e  s u c c e s s  o r  f a i l u r e  of the  e d u ca t io n  of an y  in d iv id u a l  d e p e n d s  
l a r g e l y  upon h i s  n a t u r a l  d i s p o s i t io n ,  t h a t  i s ,  upon th e  p r e s e n c e  in  the  
in d iv id u a l  of c e r t a i n  b a s i c  f a c u l t i e s  o r  p o w e r s  w i thou t  w h ich  the  e d u ­
ca t iv e  p r o c e s s  can n o t  func t ion .  I n t e l l e c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  d o e s  no t  
o p e r a t e  in  a v a c u u m .  L a t e n t  t a l e n t s  m u s t  be p r e s e n t  in  o n e ' s  n a t u r a l  
d i s p o s i t i o n  b e f o r e  th e y  can  be d e v e lo p ed  by  f o r m a l  e d u c a t io n .  T h u s  
if L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  e a r l y  m a s t e r s  s u c c e e d e d  in i n s t i l l i n g  in  h i m  d e v o t io n  
to  p u r i t y  of l a n g u a g e ,  love  of d r a m a  and  the  t e ch n iq u e  of s a t i r e ;  if  
t h e y  w e r e  ab le  to  f u r n i s h  h im  with  th e  b a s i c  l i t e r a r y  s k i l l s ,  i t  w a s  
p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  he  w a s  n a t u r a l l y  e d u c a b le .  H is  t e a c h e r s  h a d  m e r e l y  
to s t i m u l a t e  the  g ro w th  of c e r t a i n  inna te  q u a l i t i e s  w h ich  the  young s t u ­
den t  a l r e a d y  p o s s e s s e d  in g e r m .  T o  b e n e f i t  f r o m  th e  c o l l e g e  « p r o g r a m m e
the  s tuden t  m u s t  be  endow ed  w ith  f o u r  n a t u r a l  g i f t s  n e e d e d  f o r  th e  p r a c ­
t i c e  of th e  " b e l l e s - l e t t r e s " ,  n a m e l y ,  in t e l l i g e n c e ,  i m a g in a t io n ,  s e n s i t i ­
v i ty  and  d i s c e r n m e n t  o r  the  a b i l i t y  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  t h e  good an d  the  
b e a u t i fu l  in  n a t u r e  and  in  the  a r t s .  In the  c a s e  of L a  F o n t a i n e ,  t h e s e  
f a c u l t i e s  a r e  so s ig n i f ic a n t  t h a t  th e y  r e q u i r e  an  a n a l y s i s .
L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  often  b e e n  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a n  u n i m p r e s s i v e  a n d  
e g o i s t i c  e p i c u r e a n ,  l iv ing  in  the  w o r l d  of im a g in a t io n  a n d  d a y - d r e a m i n g .  
I n s t a n c e s  of h i s  a b s e n t - m i n d e d n e s s  an d  s e l f i s h  d e p e n d e n c e  upon  th e  
b e n e v o le n c e  of o t h e r s  have  b e e n  c i t e d  b y  m a n y  c r i t i c s  to  p r o v e  h i s  
v o lup tuous  in d o le n c e ,  h i s  c a l c u l a t e d  e f fo r t  to e s c a p e  f r o m  s o c i a l  o b l i ­
g a t io n s  a n d  to l iv e  only  f o r  p o e t r y .  L e  v i c o m t e  de B r o c  w r i t e s  ;
I l  n ' y  a r i e n  d 'u n  h o m m e  de c o u r  dans  c e t  i n d é p en d a n t  
qui ne  s a i t  p a s  p l i e r  aux c a p r i c e s  d e s  a u t r e s  e t  ne  v e u t  
s u i v r e  que l e s  s i e n s .  P o u r v u  de la  c h a r g e  de M a î t r e  
des  E a u x  e t  F o r ê t s ,  i l  se défi t  d 'u n  e m p l o i  qu i  é t a i t  
e n c o r e  une ch a în e ,  et  dont i l  s ' a c q u i t t a  s a n s  l e  m o i n d r e  
z e l e .  L a  c h a r g e  de c o n te u r  e s t  la  s eu le  qui s e m b l e
f a i te  p o u r  lu i ,  et  il n ' a  j a m a i s  songe a s ' e n  d e m e t t r e .
Il p r e n d  f e m m e  a v i n g t - s i x  a n s ,  pu is  i l  q u i t t e  ■ sa
f e m m e  c o m m e  i l  a v a i t  qu i t te  son  e m p lo i .
40. B r o c ,  le  V te .  de .  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 17 -1 8 .
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B r o c  th e n  r e c o u n t s  o th e r  a n e c d o t e s  on how  the  poe t  shook  off h i s
c o n ju g a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  an d  e v en  f a i l e d  to  r e c o g n i z e  h i s  own son,
a n d  d e c l a r e s  ;
De p a r e i l s  t r a i t s  pe ignen t  l ' h o m m e  tou t  e s p r i t ,  tou t 
i m a g in a t io n ,  qui s a i t  ê t r e  n i  m a r i ,  n i  p e r e ,  o ub l ieux  
d e s  g r a v e s  d e v o i r s  de la  v ie ,  f id e le  s e u l e m e n t  a  la  
M u se  et  t o u j o u r s  p oè te .
L a m a r t i n e  i s  l e s s  s y m p a t h e t i c  in  h i s  j u d g e m e n t  of L a  F o n t a i n e .  D e s ­
c r i b i n g  the  poe t  a s  a cy n ica l  and  s e l f i s h  lou t ,  he  c o m m e n t s  :
C e t  h o m m e  qui ne c o n n a i s s a i t  p a s  son  f i l s ,  qui  v iv a i t  
s a n s  f a m i l l e ,  qu i é c r i v a i t  d e s  c o n te s  o r d u r i e r s  en  
c h ev e u x  b l a n c s  p o u r  p r o v o q u e r  l e s  s e n s  de l a  j e u n e s s e ,  
qui m e n d i a i t  d an s  d e s  d é d i c a c é s  a d u l a t r i c e s  l ' a u m ô n e  
des  r i c h e s  f i n a n c i e r s  du t e m p s  p o u r  p a y e r  s e s  f a i b ­
l e s s e s ;  c e t  h o m m e  dont R a c i n e ,  C o r n e i l l e ,  B o i l e a u ,
F e n e lo n ,  B o s s u e t ,  l e s  p o e t e s ,  l e s  é c r i v a i n s ,  s e s  
c o n t e m p o r a i n s  ne  p a r l e n t  p a s ,  ou ne p a r l e n t  q u ' a v e c  * 
pi t ié  c o m m e  d 'u n  v ie u x  en fan t ,  n ' e t a i t  n i  un s ag e  ni  
un hom% na'îf. I l  a v a i t  la  p h i lo soph ie  du s a n s - s o u c i  
et  l a  na'iveté'  de l ’e g o i s m e .
T h e  e x a g g e r a t e d  tone  of th i s  c r i t i c i s m ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  b i t t e r  a n i m o s i t y  
wh ich  L a m a r t i n e  h a s  no t  s u c c e e d e d  in m o d e r a t i n g ,  b e t r a y s  th e  na'ive 
s e n t i m e n t a l i t y  of the  c r i t i c  h i m s e l f  and  h i s  i g n o r a n c e  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
r e a l  p e r s o n a l i t y .  What L a m a r t i n e  s e e s  a s  the  p o e t ' s  c y n ic a l  p h i l o s o ­
phy is  no m o r e  th an  the  cand id  e x p o s i t io n  of the  b i t t e r  r e a l i t i e s  of 
l i fe  a s  the  p e n e t r a t i n g l y  o b s e r v a n t  " b o n h o m m e "  saw  t h e m .  Who w ou ld  
h a v e  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  encyc lopaed ic  know ledge  of l i f e ' s  i l l u s i o n s  an d  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  a n d  yet f a i l  to be s c e p t i c a l ?  T h e  poe t  h a s  m e r e l y  
shown the  w o r l d  a s  it  i s  so th a t  the  w is e  m a y  a d ap t  t h e m s e l v e s  to  
what th e y  canno t  h e lp .  In f a c t  i t  i s  t h i s  v e r y  f r a n k n e s s  an d  s i n c e r i t y  
in  d e a l in g  w i th  the  c o m p le x  p r o b l e m s  of e x i s t e n c e  t h a t  e n d e a r e d  L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  w o r k s  to the  r e a d i n g  p ub l ic .  It i s  a l s o  not t r u e  t h a t  th e  
p o e t ' s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  did  not r e g a r d  h i m  o r  only spoke  of h i m  a p o l o ­
g e t i c a l ly .  T h e  t r u t h  i s  tha t  he  w a s  quite  p o p u la r  a n d  h i s  c o m p a n y  w a s  
f r e q u e n t l y  sought  by a l l  c l a s s e s  of p e o p le .  T h e  s e c r e t  of h i s  p e r s o n a l  
m a g n e t i s m  w a s  not p i ty  f e l t  f o r  h i m  b y  h i s  a d m i r e r s  b u t  h i s  f r a n k n e s s  
a n d  the  f a m e  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n .
41. B r o c ,  le  V te .  de.  Op.  C i t . , p. 19.
42.  L a m a r t i n e ,  M e d i t a t io n s ,  P a r i s  ( G a r n i e r ) ,  1968, p.  300.
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C l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  to the  a c c u s a t i o n s  of c^m ic ism  an d  p a r a s i t i s m
is  the  l e g e n d  of l a z i n e s s  bu i l t  a r o u n d  the  poe t ,  d e p ic t in g  h i m  a s  a
s o r t  of in do len t  an d  id le  fe l low .  T h i s  d i s t u r b i n g  i m p r e s s i o n  c r e a t e d
of L a  F o n t a i n e  h a s  b e e n  ( s e r io u s ly  c h a l l e n g e d  by  w e l l - m e a n i n g  c r i t ^ c ^ .  , :
a m o n g  w h o m  i s  th e  r e s p e c t e d  poe t ,  P a u l  V a l e r y .  He  w r i t e s  : .
I l  c o u r t  s u r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  une r u m e u r  de p a r e s s e  e t  '
de r ê v e r i e ,  un m u r m u r e  o r d i n a i r e  d ' a b s e n c e  e t  de 
d i s t r a c t i o n  p e r p é t u e l l e  qui nous  fa i t  s o n g e r  s a n s  
e f fo r t  d 'u n  p e r s o n n a g e  fabu leux ,  t o u j o u r s  i n f in im e n t  
doc i le  a la  p lu s  douce  pen te  de sa  d u r é e .
But the  v o lu m e  and  q u a l i ty  of w o r k  p r o d u c e d  by  the  poe t ,  a r g u e s
V a l é r y ,  t o t a l l y  d i s p r o v e  th i s  opin ion  about  L a  F o n t a i n e .  One can n o t
a v o id  a g r e e i n g  w i th  V a l e r y  on th i s  po in t .  T h e  a u th o r  of A d o n i s  in
p a r t i c u l a r  m u s t  have  h a d  a  s i n g u l a r l y  a t t e n t iv e  m i n d .  T h e  b e au ty ,
*
d e l i c a c y  an d  a r t i s t i c  e m b e l l i s h m e n t  l a v i s h e d  on t h i s  p o e m ,  a s  we s h a l l  
s ee  l a t e r  on, c a n  only  be the  f r u i t s  of e x te n s iv e  r e s e a r c h  an d  h a r d  
w o r k  which  a  r e a l l y  indo len t  an d  a b s e n t - m i n d e d  p e r s o n  cou ld  no t  h a v e  
a c c o m p l i s h e d .  T h r o u g h o u t  the  p e r i o d  d u r in g  w h ich  L a  F o n t a i n e  w a s  
s i l e n t l y  d r i l l i n g  h i m s e l f  in  the  sk i l l  and  t e ch n iq u e  w h ich  r e s u l t e d  in  
A d o n i s , he  gave  h i s  f r i e n d s  and  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  the  i m p r e s s i o n  of 
be ing  id le ,  l a z y  a n d  a b s t r a c t e d .  H is  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  
s u p e r f i c i a l l y  o b s e r v a n t  o n e s ,  took  the  poe t  the  w a y  he  p r e s e n t e d  h i m ­
sel f ,  and  w i thou t  due r e f l e c t i o n ,  p a s s e d  on th i s  i m p r e s s i o n  to  g e n e r a ­
t io n s  of r e a d e r s .  P o e t r y ,  l ike  a l l  w o r k s  of a r t  i s  a t i m e - c o n s u m i n g  
t a s k ,  r e q u i r i n g  a  s t e a d y  a p p l i c a t io n  of the  m in d ,  if  s u c c e s s  i s  to be  
a c h i e v e d .  T h a t  L a  F o n ta in e  a c h i e v e d  th i s  s u c c e s s  b e l i e s  the  c h a r g e s  
of l a z i n e s s  an d  p e r p e t u a l  a b s t r a c t i o n  l e v e l l e d  a g a i n s t  h i m .  One c a n n o t  
h e lp  w o n d e r in g  why people  should  f o r  one m o m e n t  im a g i n e  a n  a u t h o r  
l ik e  o u r  poe t  to  be indo len t  and  a b s e n t - m i n d e d .  F o r t u n a t e l y  the  p o e t ' s  
a d m i r e r s  g r e a t l y  o u tn u m b e r  h i s  c r i t i c s .  A r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of th e  f o r m e r  
i s  L e o n - P a u l  F a r g u e .  C o m m e n t in g  on c e r t a i n  c r i t i c s '  m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  
of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p e r s o n a l i t y  he  w r i t e s  :
R ie n  ne  m o n t r e  m i e u x  a qu e l  po in t  l e s  h o m m e s  sont  
i n j u s t e s .  P o u r  m o i , . . .  . Ce que je  v o i s  ic i ,  c ' e s t  un  
poe te  c o m p le t  av ec  quelque  c h o se  de dé f in i t i f  e t  d ' i m p e r ­
c ep t ib le ,  une s o r t e  d 'en v o y é  de la  P o e s i e  s u r  t e r r e ,  e t  
b e au c o u p  p lus  divin,  b e au c o u p  p lus  p u i s s a n t  q u ' a u c u n  a u t r e .
43.  V a l é r y ,  P a u l .  Œ u v r e s ,  P a r i s ,  (P lé i a d e ) ,  1959, t . I ,  p .  474
44. F a r g u e ,  L é o n - P a u l ,  and  O t h e r s ,  T a b l e a u x  de l a  l i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e
XVII®-XVIIIe s i è c l e s ,  P a r i s  (G a l l im a r d ) ,  1939, pp .  65 -77 .
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T h e  s u r p r i s i n g  th ing ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  th a t  L a  F o n t a i n e  h i m s e l f  a p ­
p e a r s  not to have  c h a l l e n g e d  th i s  l a b e l  of in d o le n c e  s t a m p e d  on h i s  
c h a r a c t e r .  M o r e  of ten  th a n  not,  one h a s  the  i m p r e s s i o n  th a t  the  poet 
ev en  d e l ig h te d  in  i t .  How th en  c a n  we explain,  t h i s  s t r a n g e  a t t i tu d e  
of in d i f f e r e n c e  e v en  in  m a t t e r s  a f f e c t in g  h is  own i m a g e  and  p e r s o n a l i t y ?  
Do h i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  n o n c h a la n c e  an d  h i s  t e n d e n c y  to  s e e  the  funny  s ide  
of th in g s  suff ice  to  e x p la in  th i s  a t t i t u d e ?  We th ink  n o t .  T h e r e  i s  a 
m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  an d  c e r t a i n l y  m o r e  u t i l i t a r i a n  r e a s o n  f o r  the  p o e t ' s  
a c q u i e s c e n c e  in the  l e g e n d  of h is  l a z i n e s s .  I t  s e r v e d  h i m  a s  a  s o r t  of 
e s c a p e  r o u te ,  a m a s t e r  a r t i f i c e  which  he  knew w a s  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  h i s  
i n n e r  f r e e d o m  and. t r a n q u i l l i t y  b e c a u s e  he  took  r e f u g e  in  i t  w hen  c o n ­
f r o n t e d  w i th  s o m e t h in g  he  did  not l ike  to do .  He n e e d e d  t h e s e  two f a c ­
t o r s ,  n a m e l y  p e a c e  and  f r e e d o m  f o r  . h i s  own s u r v i v a l  a n d  in t e l l e c t u a l  
d e v e lo p m e n t ,  an d  the  p o p u la r  idea  t h a t  he  w a s  a l a z y  m a n  s p a r e d  h im
the  d i s t u r b a n c e s  an d  w o r r i e s  f r o m  unw an ted  s o u r c e s ,  t h u s  e n ab l in g  h i m
to  m a i n t a i n  h i s  p e a c e  and  p e r s o n a l  i n d e p e n d e n c e .  T h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of 
t h i s  c l e v e r  a r t i f i c e  in  e x t r i c a t i n g  the  poe t  f r o m  e m b a r r a s s i n g  s i t u a t io n s  
i s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in  the  e a s y  f o r g i v e n e s s  of h i s  c o m r a d e s  of the  "Round  
T a b l e "  when ,  fo l lowing  h i s  own fancy ,  he took  F r e n c h  l e a v e  of t h e m  
d u r in g  one of t h e i r  m e e t i n g s .  T h e y  a l m o s t  u n a n i m o u s l y  a t t r i b u t e d  h i s  
o b v io u s ly  u n g e n t l e m a n ly  conduct  not to an y  c a l c u l a t e d  b a d  in te n t io n  o r  
s l igh t  on h i s  p a r t  bu t  to  h i s  " c h a r a c t e r i s t i c "  a b s e n t - m i n d e d n e s s  a n d  i n ­
d o le n ce .
L a  F o n t a i n e  e s t  un bon g a r ç o n  
Q u i  n ' y  f a i t  p a s  t an t  de f açon .
Il ne  l ' a  poin t  f a i t  p a r  m a l i c e  :
B e l l e  p a r e s s e  e s t  tout son v i c e .
E t  p e u t - ê t r e  quand  i l  p a r t i t ,
A p e ine  é t a i t - i l  h o r s  du l i t .
T h e  r e l e v a n c e  of t h i s  a r t i f i c e  to  the  l i t e r a r y  a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t
of L a  F o n t a i n e  i s  t h a t  he  r e s o r t e d  to  i t  a t  w i l l  w h e n e v e r  h e  w a n t e d  to
s a f e g u a r d  h i s  m e n t a l  c o m p o s u r e ,  a f a c t o r  which  w a s  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  to
the type  of i m a g in a t io n  and  r e f l e c t i o n  th a t  c r e a t e d  th e  w o r l d  of th e  •
C o n te s  an d  F a b l e s .
45.  C l a r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  p.  13
A n o t h e r  f a c t o r  o r  c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t  w h ich  c o n t r i b u t e d  to the  p o e t ' s  
s u c c e s s  w a s  h i s  d r e a d  of m o n o to n y .  T h i s  e x p la i n s  the  e p h e m e r a l  
n a t u r e  of h i s  a f f e c t io n s  a s  w e l l  a s  the  d i v e r s i t y  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n .  
1 M a i s  quoi I j e  su i s  vo lag e  en v e r s  c o m m e  en  a m o u r s .I ■ •
T h i s  t r a i t  of c h a r a c t e r  i s  u s u a l l y  c o n s i d e r e d  a s  one of L a  F o n t a i n e ’s 
s h o r t c o m i n g s .  B u t  ag a in ,  in  t h i s  v e r y  fau l t ,  if i n d e e d  a fau l t  i t  i s ,  
l i e s  the  e s s e n c e  of h i s  g e n iu s .  It e x p la in s  h i s  v e r s a t i l i t y  o r  the  i n ­
f i n i t e  v a r i e t y  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  t h e m e s  an d  s t y l e s .  T h e s e  v a r y  f r o m  
pi thy  a n e c d o t e s  a s  in ;F a b l e s . I ,  2 a n d  3 to s e r i o u s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
t r e a t i s e s  a s  in >IX, 18 and  XII,  >2.4 ; f r o m  s im p le  c o m ic  s c e n e s  a s  in 
L 'E unuque  to d i s t u r b i n g  d r a m a t i z a t i o n s  of l i f e ' s  t r a g i c  r e a l i t i e s  a s  in  
P s y c h e . T h e  P o e m e  du Quinquina  i s  the  w o r k  of an  a m a t e u r  s c i e n t i s t  
a n d  p h y s ic i a n .
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I m p l i c i t  in  the  p o e t ' s  c o n f e s s io n  of the  d i v e r s i t y  of h i s  t a s t e s  i s  
h i s  d eep  s e l f -k n o w le d g e  which  m a d e  h i m  a w a r e  of h i s  own p o w e r s  and  
l i m i t a t i o n s .  F o r  h i m ,  s e l f -k n o w le d g e  is  not only  a c a r d i n a l  teiB-t of 
n a t u r e  but a n e c e s s a r y  cond i t ion  f o r  p r o g r e s s  and  u l t i m a t e  s u c c e s s  in 
a n y  e n d e a v o u r .  T h u s  i t  w a s  the  a w a r e n e s s  of h i s  own p o te n t i a l i t i e s  
and  t a l e n t s  t h a t  m a d e  h i m  ch o o se  the  C o n te s  an d  F  ab le  s a s  the  g e n r e s  
b e s t  su i t e d  to h i s  own t e m p e r a m e n t -  He ch o se  t h e m  f o r  t h e i r  c o n c i s e ­
n e s s  a n d  b r e v i t y .
L e s  lo n g s  o u v r a g e s  m e  font p e u r .  . . . .
L o i n  d ' e p u i s e r  une m a t i e r e ,
On n ' e n  doit  p r e n d r e  que la  f l e u r .  " •
H av ing  sew n  h i s  c o a t  a c c o r d i n g  to  h i s  s i z e ,  h i s  r a t e  of d e v e lo p m e n t
w a s  a c c e l e r a t e d  and  h i s  u l t im a te  s u c c e s s  m a d e  m o r e  p o s s i b l e .  I t i s
no w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  a t  the  c l i m a x  of h i s  m a t u r i t y  he  w a s  to  o f f e r
th e  v i r t u e  of s e l f -k n o w le d g e  o r  sel f ,  - a w a r e n e s s  a s  the  focus  of h i s
m o r a l  t e a c h in g  b y  m a k in g  i t  the  th e m e  of the  l a s t  an d  the  g r e a t e s t  of 
48h i s  f a b l e s .
46. M a u c r o ix ,  F . de ,  e t  L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  O u v r a g e s  de p r o s e  e t  de
p o é s ie  d e s  s i e u r s  de M a u c r o i x  e t  de L a  F o n t a i n e ,  P a r i s ,  1685, 
p . 133.
47. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de .  Op.  C i t . ,  p.  117. F  ab le  s , VI,  (Epi logue)
48 .  I b i d . ,  p.  174, XII, 24, 11. 3 9 -40 .
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With  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  c a m e  f o r t h r i g h t  h u m i l i t y  a n d  s i m p l i c i t y  :
J a m a i s  h o m m e  ne fut  p lus  s im p le ,  m a i s  de c e t t e  
s i m p l i c i t é  ingénue ,  qui e s t  le  p a r t a g e  de l ' e n f a n c e . . .
Il n ' e s t  point  to u c h é  d e s  r i c h e s s e s ;  i l  n ' e s t  p a s  
c a p a b le  de s ' a t t a c h e r  lo n g te m p s  au  m ê m e  o b j e c t . . .  
e t  p o u r  ce qui e s t  de s e s  m o e u r s ,  i l  s e  l a i s s e  
g u i d e r  p a r  une s o m b r e  l u m i è r e ,  qui lu i  d é c o u v r e  
en  p a r t i e  l a  lo i  n a t u r e l l e .  V o i la ,^ t ra i t  p o u r  t r a i t ,  
ce q u 'a  e te  M. de L a  F o n t a i n e .
It s p e a k s  e lo q u en t ly  f o r  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  h u m i l i t y  t h a t  e v e n  a t  t h e  m o m e n t  
of h i s  g r e a t e s t  t r i u m p h  and  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s u c c e s s  he  c o n d u c te d  h i m s e l f  
w i th  e x e m p l a r y  m o d e s t y .  In the  a d d r e s s  he  r e a d  to  the  m e m b e r s  of 
the  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y  on the  o c c a s i o n  of h i s  e l e c t i o n  to  th a t  s o l e m n  a s ­
s em b ly ,  he  h u m b l y  owned h i s  p a s t  e r r o r s  a n d  e x p r e s s e d  the  hope  f o r  
50a b e t t e r  f u t u r e .  But h idden  u n d e r n e a t h  t h i s  s i m p l e  h u m i l i t y  w a s  a 
f o r m i d a b l e  r e s e r v e  of i n n e r  f r e e d o m  an d  d ign i ty  w h ic h  s u s t a i n e d  h i m  
in  h i s  own t a s t e s  a s  he  a d v a n c e d  s low ly  but s t e a d i ly  t o w a r d s  l i t e r a r y  
f a m e  and  in t e l l e c t u a l  m a t u r i t y .  T h e  i m p o r t a n c e  of t h i s  a b s e n c e  of a f ­
f e c ta t i o n  to  the  p o e t ' s  p r o g r e s s  and  the  a c h i e v e m e n t  of h i s  goal i s  th a t  
i t  e n d e a r e d  h i m  to m a n y  people  inc lud ing  the  B o u i l lo n s ,  F o u q u e t ,  the  
D o w a g e r  D u c h e s s  of O r l e a n s ,  and  l a t e r  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e  an d  the  
H e r v a r t s ,  the  dukes  and  p r i n c e s  of V en d ô m e  and C on t i  r e s p e c t i v e l y  
a l l  of w hom  r e a d i l y  a c c e p t e d  h im  a t  one t i m e  o r  the  o t h e r  and  gave
h i m  the  m o r a l  and  m a t e r i a l  s u p p o r t  wh ich  he  c o n s t a n t l y  n e e d e d  to  p u sh
a h e a d .
On the  p u r e l y  p r o f e s s i o n a l  l e v e l .  L a  F o n t a i n e  w as  endow ed  w i th  
t h r e e  p r e c i o u s  n a t u r a l  f a c u l t i e s  am o n g  m a n y  o t h e r s  w h ich  w e r e  v i t a l  
to  h i s  c a r e e r ,  n a m e l y ,  im a g in a t io n ,  o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d  s e n s i t i v i t y .  He 
p o s s e s s e d  t r e m e n d o u s  im a g in a t iv e  p o w e r s  which  l i n k e d  h i m  w i th  th e  
w o r l d  of p l a n t s ,  a n i m a l s  an d  m y th o lo g y  f r o m  whîiCA- h e  d r e w  i n s p i r a t i o n  
f o r  h i s  poe t ic  w o r k s .  The  p o e t ' s  i m a g in a t io n  had  w ha t  lo o k s  l ike  an  
u n l i m i t e d  p o w e r  of com pound ing ,  s e p a r a t i n g  and  d iv id ing  i d e a s  in  a l l  
th e  v a r i e t i e s  of f i c t io n  an d  v i s io n .  It could  f e ig n  a t r a i n  of e v e n t s  
w i th  a l l  the  a p p e a r a n c e s  of r e a l i t y ,  a s c r i b e  to t h e m  a p a r t i c u l a r  t i m e  
and  p la ce ,  c o n ce iv e  t h e m  a s  e x i s t e n t  and  pdfnt t h e m  out to  i t s e l f  w i th
4 9 . P e l l i s s o n  e t  d 'O l iv e t ,  Op. C i t . , p .  297.
50. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de .  O p . C i t .  p p . 4 90 -491 ,  D i s c o u r s  a  M m e ,  de
la  S a b l i e r e  (1684).
51. Cf.  C h a p t e r  II, 4 : E n l a r g e m e n t  of the  s o c ia l  h o r i z o n .
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e v e r y  c i r c u m s t a n c e  th a t  b e lo n g s  to  r e a l i t y .  T h i s  phenomenon ,  i s  p r o ­
b a b ly  what  th e  p o e t ' s  c n n t e m p o r a r i e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  h i s  s o - c a l l e d  
a b s e n t - m i n d e d n e s s .  He d e r i v e d  too m u c h  l i t e r a r y  and  in t e l l e c t u a l  b e n e ­
f i t  f r o m  i m a g i n a t i o n  not to  indu lge  in i t  a t  w i l l .  If h i s  c r i t i c s  found  
h i m  look ing  s l e e p y  an d  d r e a m y ,  i t  is  not w i thou t  r e a s o n ,  fo r  th i s  a p ­
p a r e n t  d r e a m i n e s s  w a s  the  s o u r c e  of the  i r r e s i s t i b l e  r e a l i t y  of h i s  
c h a r a c t e r s .  T a in e  c l e a r l y  s e e s  the  i m p o r t a n c e  of t h i s  s p e c i a l  gift in  
the  l i t e r a r y  a n d  in t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  F o n t a i n e  :
C e t te  i m a g i n a t i o n  lu c id e  e t  fécondé  e s t  c o m m e  une 
seve  i n t a r i s s a b l e  qui produit"  p a r t o u t  la  v ie  p o é t iq u e .
V ous  a l l e z  l a  s u iv r e  dans  l e s  r é c i t s ,  l e s  d e s c r i p t i o n s  
et  l e s  d i s c o u r s .  E l l e  p o r t e  sa  v e r t u  j u s q u e  d an s  l e s  
m o i n d r e s  o r g a n e s ;  i l  n ' e s t  au cu n  t r a i t  dans  l a  f ab le  
i n e r t e  d 'E so p e  q u ' e l l e  ne  t r a n s f o r m e  et  n ' a n i m e .
T h e  p o e t ' s  i m a g i n a t i v e  p r o c e s s  w as  c o r r u p t e d  n e i t h e r  b y  c o n v en t io n a l  
e d u c a t io n  n o r  b y  e x t e n s iv e  r e a d i n g s  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  n o r  e v en  b y  th e  p r e ­
v a i l in g  wave  of " p r é c i o s i t é " .  If any th ing ,  t h e s e  f o r c e s  r a t h e r  s t i m u l a ­
t e d  i t  to  the  f u l l e s t  and  i t s  e f fec t  w as  h e ig h te n e d  by  the  tw in  f a c u l t i e s
of o b s e r v a t i o n  an d  s e n s i t i v i t y .  With a s t r o k e  of the  pen , he  t r a n s l a t e d
"whole s c e n e s  an d  i d e a s  in h i s  im a g in a t io n  in to  o b s e r v a b l e  r e a l i t i e s .  
E x a m p l e s  of t h e s e  inc lude  the  p o e t ' s  p e n e t r a t i n g  p o r t r a y a l  of th e  r a b b i t ,  
J a n o t  L a p in ,  a s  the  e a r l y  r i s e r  pays  h i s  c o u r t  to the  r i s i n g  sun , w i th  
a l l  the  t r a i t s  an d  m o v e m e n t s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of h i s  r a c e  :
................ un  j o u r
Q u ' i l  é t a i t  a l l é  f a i r e  a l ' A u r o r e  sa  c o u r  :
• P a r m i  le  th y m  et l a  r o s e e .
A p r e s  q u ' i l  eu t  b r o u t e ,  t r o t t e ,  f a i t  t o u s  s e s  t o u r s ,
J a n o t  L a p i n  r e t o u r n e  aux  s o u t e r r a i n s  s é j o u r s .
a n d  h i s  v iv id  an d  d e l i c a t e  d e p ic t io n  of the  dawn :
A I ' h e u r e  de l ' a f fû t ,  so i t  l o r s q u e  la  l u m i è r e  
P r é c i p i t e  s e s  t r a i t s  dans  l ' h u m i d e  s é j o u r .
Soi t  l o r s q u e  le  so le i l  r e n t r e  dans  s a  c a r r i è r e ,
E t  que,  n ' é t a n t  p lus  nu i t ,  i l  n ' e s t  p a s  encore  j o u r .  . .
52. T a in e ,  H . ,  Op.  C i t . ,  pp .  230-231
53. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de. Op.  C i t . , p .  125. F a b l e s , VII,  16, II . 5 -9 .
54.  I b i d . , p.  169, XII,  14, II . 10 -13 .
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T h e s e  i m a g e s  show the  dual p o w e r s  of i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  o b s e r v a t i o n
a t  w o r k  in the  m i n d  of a g if ted  po e t .  While endow ing  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s
wi th  h u m a n  q u a l i t i e s ,  p a s s i o n s  an d  s e n t i m e n t s ,  he c o n s e r v e s  f o r  t h e m
the  e s s e n t i a l  t r a i t s  of t h e i r  a n i m a l  c h a r a c t e r .  We a r e  th u s  p r e s e n t e d
w i th  " la  t o r t u e  qui va  son  t r a i n  de s é n a t e u r "  (VI, 10), " le  s a in t  h o m m e
de ch a t  b ie n  f o u r r e ,  g r o s  e t  g r a s "  (VII, 16) and  w i th  c o u n t l e s s  o t h e r
c r e a t u r e s  s k e t c h e d  in  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  a t t i tu d e ,  w i th  a l l  t h e i r  w i l e s  a n d
t r i c k s .  A l l  u n n e c e s s a r y  i d e a l i s m ,  e x a g g e r a t i o n  a n d  c o n v e n t io n a l  ado rn - .
m e n t  l i k e ly  to  m i s l e a d  the  r e a d e r  a r e  a b s e n t  in  t h e s e  d e s c r i p t i o n s .
The  poe t  r e m a i n s  fa i th fu l  to h i s  own im a g in a t io n  a n d  o b s e r v a t i o n  an d
in so doing  r e m a i n s  t r u e  to n a t u r e  i t s e l f .  Gohin  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r u c k
by  the  i n c r e d i b l e  ex ten t  to v/hich t h e s e  tw in  f a c u l t i e s  a r e  a c t i v e  i n  L a
F o n t a i n e ,  and  h i s  r e a c t i o n  is  one of w o n d e r m e n t  a n d  a d m i r a t i o n  f o r
*
the  poe t  :
S e n s a t i o n s ,  i m p r e s s i o n s ,  s o u v e n i r s  de tou te  n a t u r e
se  t r a n s f o r m e n t  a i s e m e n t  dans  l ' i m a g i n a t i o n  e t  l a
s e n s ib i l i t é  du poe te  en  v i s i o n s  et  e m o t io n s  a r t i s t i q u e s !
A i l  th a t  o u r  poet n e e d e d  to r e p r o d u c e  in  w o r d s  th e  e x a c t  i m a g e  of a n y -  
tiiing w as  to see  tha t  th ing .  H is  poe t ic  s e n s i t i v i t y  d o e s  no t  s e e m  to 
have  s h a r e d  the  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p r e j u d i c e s  which  r i g o r o u s l y  and  a r b i t r a ­
r i l y  d iv ided  h u m a n i t y  into h o s t i l e  c l a s s e s  an d  d e n ie d  th e  l e a s t  m e a s u r e  
of f e e l in g  to  the  l o w e r  a n i m a l s .  He  w as  s^mnpathet ica l ly  d i s p o s e d  t o ­
w a r d s  bo th  m e n  a n d  a n i m a l s  an d  e v en  p l a n t s .  He  n e v e r  l i k e d  to  s ee
o t h e r  p eop le  s u f fe r  n o r  did he  t u r n  aw ay  wi th  i n d i f f e r e n c e  f r o m  a n  o p ­
p r e s s e d  m a n  o r  b e a s t .  / He s tood  b y  F o u q u e t  w h en  th e  l a t t e r  w a s  s t r u c k  
56b y  m i s f o r t u n e ,  w r o te  l e t t e r s  of s y m p a t h y  to  s i c k  a n d  u n f o r tu n a te  
57p e o p le .  H i s  l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r p i e c e ,  the  F  a b l e s , i s  a n  e t e r n a l  t e s t i ­
m o n y  of h i s  deep  s e n s i t i v i t y  by  the  w ay  the  f a b l e s  sh ine  w i th  s y m p a t h y
f o r  the  p o o r ,  the  o u tc a s t ,  the  w e ak  and  the  o p p r e s s e d  an d  w i th  c o n d e m -
58n a t io n  of d e s p o t i s m ,  g r e e d  and  s o c i a l  i n j u s t i c e .  A l l  t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  
of h u m a n i t y  e n d e a r e d  L a  F o n ta in e  to  m a n y  peo p le  who w e r e  a t t r a c t e d  to
h i m  and  who m a d e  i t  p o s s ib l e  f o r  h i m  to p r o s p e r  in  h i s  c a r e e r .  It i s
55. Gohin,  F . , Op, C i t . ,  p. 18
56. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de.  O p . C i t . ,  p p . 469, 470
57. I b i d . ,  p.  497, "A M o n s i e u r  de V e n d ô m e " .
58. I b i d . ,  p.  79, F a b l e s ,  I, 15.
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t h e r e f o r e  not f o r  no th ing  th a t  C h a m f o r t  g ives  p r o m i n e n c e  to t h i s  a s p e c t  
of the  p o e t ' s  life^ in  h i s  p r i z e - w i n n i n g  e s s a y .  E lo g e  de l a  F o n t a i n e . 
C o m m e n t i n g  on the  v i t a l  r o l e  which  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  s i m p l e ,  g e n ia l  a n d  
a m i a b l e  d i s p o s i t i o n  p la y ed  in the  p o e t ' s  l i fe  and  c a r e e r ,  C h a m f o r t
. I
d e c l a r e  s ;
C h e r  au pub l ic ,  c h e r  aux  p lus  g r a n d s  g e n ie s  de son  
s i e c l e ,  i l  v é c u t  en  pa ix  av ec  l e s  é c r i v a i n s  m é d i o c r e s ,  
ce  que p a r a î t  un peu  p lu s  d i f f i c i l e .  P a u v r e ,  ‘ m a i s  s a n s  
h u m e u r ,  e t  c o m m e  a son  insu ;  l i b r e  de c h a g r i n s  d o m e s ­
t i q u e s ,  d ' inqu ie tude  s u r  son  s o r t ;  p o s s é d a n t  le  r e p o s ,  de 
d o u c e s  r ê v e r i e s  et  le  v r a i  d o r m i r ,  dont i l  f a i t  de g r a n d s  
e lo g e s ,  s e s  j o u r s  p a r u r e n t  c o u l e r  n é g l i g e m m e n t  c o m m e  
s e s  v e r s . 59
C h a m f o r t ' s  c o m m e n t  l e a d s  us  to  the  nex t  v i t a l  f a c t o r  in  the
p o e t ' s  n a t u r a l  d i s p o s i t i o n  wi thout  w h ich  h i s  d e v e lo p m e n t  w o u ld  have  b e e n
h a m p e r e d ,  n a m e l y ,  a  good and  r o b u s t  h e a l t h .  In sp i te  of L a  I * o n ta in e ' s
g lu t tony,  h i s  p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  d r in k  a n d  l o v e - m a k i n g ,  h i s  c a r e e r  w a s
n e v e r  s e r i o u s l y  i n t e r r u p t e d  by a t t a c k s  of i l l n e s s ,  a t  l e a s t  no t  b e f o r e  he
h a d  r e a c h e d  the  c l i m a x  of h i s  d e v e lo p m e n t .  I t  w as  no t  un t i l  1692, w h e n
he w a s  a l r e a d y  72, th a t  he  had  h i s  f i r s t  s e r i o u s  a t t a c k  of i l l n e s s  f r o m
w hich  he  e v e n tu a l l y  r e c o v e r e d .  The  s eco n d  and  l a s t  a t t a c k  c a m e  t h r e e
y e a r s  l a t e r  in  1695, when he f in a l ly  d ied .  T h u s  h i s  s t r o n g  p h y s i c a l
c o n s t i tu t io n  a n d  r o b u s t  h e a l t h  w e r e  a s  i n s t r u m e n t a l  to  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l
and  o v e r a l l  d e v e lo p m e n t  a s  h i s  c o n s c i e n t io u s  m e n t a l  e f f o r t  in  v a r i o u s
d i r e c t i o n s .  A  h e a l t h y  m in d ,  s a y s  a p o p u la r  G r e e k  a d a g e ,  c a n  on ly
grow in  a  h e a l t h y  body. T h i s  w as  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  of L a  F o n t a i n e .
Good h e a l t h  p r e s e r v e d  the  l a t e n t  t a l e n t s  f r o m  the  m u l t i p l e  p a th o lo g ic a l
a c c i d e n t s  of l if e  th u s  e n s u r i n g  t h e i r  s t e a d y  an d  s m o o th  ev o lu t io n .  H e r e
th e n  w a s  a m a n  n a t u r a l l y  su i t e d  to h i s  p r o f e s s i o n ,  w i th  a  c o m b in a t io n
of t a l e n t s  w e l l  a d a p te d  to p r o d u c e  a  poe t ,  if we go by  the  op in ion  of
M a r y  M o r r i s o n  th a t  poe t s  a r e  b o r n  b e f o r e  th e y  a r e  m a d e .
G r e a t  p o e t s  have  n e v e r  b e e n  c o m m o n ,  and  h a v e  a lw a y s  
b e e n  g r e a t l y  p r a i s e d .  T he  r e a s o n  why t h e y  sh o u ld  be  
few is  th a t ,  in  the  c a s e  of o t h e r  sk i l l s ,  t h e r e  i s  no  one 
who, by  app ly ing  h i m s e l f  d i l ig en t ly ,  canno t  c o n f id e n t ly  
e x p ec t  to  a t t a i n  a m o d e s t  d e g r e e  of c o m p e t e n c e ;  bu t  in  
p o e t r y  no th ing  can  be  a c h i e v e d  b y  to i l ,  o r  d i l ig e n c e ,  o r  
m id n ig h t  s tudy , u n le s s ,  by  th o s e  w h o m  n a t u r e  h a s  s p e c i a l l y  
c r e a t e d  f o r  i t .
59. C h a m f o r t ,  N . , Œ u v r e s  c h o i s i e s ,  (éd it .  De L e s c u r e )  P a r i s ,  . 1879,
t . I ,  p . 261.
60. M o r r i s o n ,  M . , " R o n s a r d  and  C a tu l lu s  : T h e  in f lu en ce  of the^ teach in g
of M a r c - A n t o i n e  de M u r e t " .  A r t i c l e  p u b l i sh e d  in  B ib l io thèque  
d 'H u m a n i s m e  e t  Rena issance»  P n r i s  195o, v o l . X V 111, p. ^Ou- 2 5 1 .
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A lth o u g h  M i s s  M o r r i s o n  m a k e s  p e r s o n a l  e f f o r t  undu ly  s u b s e r v i e n t  to 
n a t u r a l  d i s p o s i t io n ,  h e r  h y p o th e s i s  h a s  s o m e  e l e m e n t  of v a l id i ty ,  
and  po in ts  to the  f a c t  tha t ,  g iven  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  n a t u r a l  t a l e n t s  an d  
f l a i r  f o r  p o e t r y ,  he had  a good c h a n c e  of s u c c e s s  in a  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r .  
But the  poe t  s t i l l  n e e d e d  s t im u la t io n  and  d i r e c t i o n .  T h e s e  w e r e  to  be  
found in h i s  d i l igen t  s e a r c h  fo r  l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s  in a n c i e n t  an d  m o d e r n  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  a  s e a r c h  s t i m u l a t e d  by  h i s  v o c a t i o n a l  aw ak e n in g  a b o u t  t h i s  
t i m e .
T h e  s a m e  p e r i o d  th a t  saw the  s p r o u t in g  of a d u l t  c h a r a c t e r i s ­
t i c s  in L a  F o n t a i n e  a l s o  w i t n e s s e d  the  f i r s t  r e c o r d e d  a w ak e n in g  of h i s  
p o e t ic  v o c a t i o n .  A c c o r d i n g  to  an  a n ec d o te  n a r r a t e d  b y  d 'O l iv e t ,  L a  
F o n ta in e  h e a r d  one of M a l h e r b e ' s  od es  r e a d  a lo u d  by  a n  o f f i c e r  in  th e  
w i n t e r  q u a r t e r s  a t  C h a te a u  T h i e r r y  ;
Que d i r e z - v o u s ,  r a c e s  f u t u r e s .
Si q u e lq u e fo i s  un v r a i  d i s c o u r s  *
Vous  r e c i t e  l e s  a v e n t u r e s  
De nos- a b o m in a b le s  j o u r s ?
He l i s t e n e d  to  t h i s  poem ,  c o n t in u e s  the  a n ec d o te ,  w i th  a s o r t  of  t r a n c e ­
like e x a l t a t io n  an d  w as  c h a r m e d  by  i t s  m u s i c .  T h e  e f f e c t  of t h i s  e x ­
p e r i e n c e  is  s a id  to have  b e en  s p o n ta n e o u s .  L a  F o n t a i n e  b e g a n  a t  once  
to r e a d  M a l h e r b e ,  spend ing  the n ig h ts  f|% l e a r n j ^ i s  p '^ems by  h e a r t  and
d e c l a i m i n g  t h e m  by day  in the w o ods .  Soon he  b e g an  to  w r i t e  h i s  own
62i m i t a t i o n s  of M a l h e r b e ' s  v e r s e s .
T h i s  e p i so d e  sounds  too s m o o th  to be  e n t i r e l y  t r u e ,  e v e n
though  i t  m a y  have  s o m e  a u th en t ic  b a s i s .  D 'O l ive t  s u r e l y  d o e s  no t
m e a n  to s u g g e s t  in the  a n ecd o te  t h a t  L a  F o n ta in e ,  endow ed  w i th  su ch
s u p e r i o r  q u a l i t i e s  of m in d  a s  a l r e a d y  noted ,  w a s  no t  a t t r a c t e d  to  p o e t r y
unt i l  h i s  t w e n t y - s e c o n d  y e a r .  A f t e r  a l l ,  w a s  not h i s  f a t h e r  a  l o v e r  of
p o e t ry ,  an d  d id  young L a  F o n ta in e  not s tudy  s o m e  p o e t r y  a t  the
" C o l l eg e  de C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y "  an d  a t  the  O r a t o r y ?  Indeed ,  we know,
th a t  h e  s t a r t e d  p r a c t i s i n g  h i s  sk i l l  a t  w r i t i n g  v e r s e s  a s  f a r  b a c k  a s
h i s  days  in  the  s e m i n a r y  when,  a c c o r d i n g  to Leon:-. P e t i t ,
On le p r i a  de se r e t i r e r  de l ' O r a t o i r e  p a r c e  q u ' i l  
f i t  d e s  v e r s  s u r  la  m a n i é r é  de p r i e r  de l ' O r a t o i r e .
61. M a l h e r b e ,  F . ,  Œ u v r e s ,  (ed i t .  A n to ine  A d a m ) ,  P a r i s ,  1971,
p. 49
62. P e l l i s s o n  e t  d 'O l iv e t ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp.  303-304
63. L é o n  P e t i t ,  Op. C i t .  , p. 17.
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T h e  t r u t h  in d 'O l i v e t ' s  s t o r y  m a y  be  th a t  i t  w a s  a b o u t  th i s  t i m e  th a t  
L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  f i r s t  e x p o s e d  to the  m u s i c a l  q u a l i t i e s  of th e  v i g o r o u s  
an d  i m p e r i o u s  odes  of M a l h e r b e .  E v e r y  g en iu s  h a s  h i s  m o m e n t  of 
s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  w hen  he t a k e s  fu ll  s to c k  of h i m s e l f  an d  d i s c o v e r s  h i s  
goa l  in  l i fe ,  M a lh e rb e ' ' s  p o e t r y  m a y  have  s e t  L a  F o n t a i n e  on the  
s tudy  of poe t ic  p a t t e r n s  and  t e c h n iq u e s  a s  w e l l  a s  o p e n ed  h i s  e y e s  to 
h i s  own i n t e r e s t s  and  t a l e n t s .
A s  the  f i r s t  son of the  f a m i ly .  L a  F o n t a i n e  h a d  the r i g h t  of 
s u c c e s s i o n  to h i s  f a t h e r  a s  A d m i n i s t r a t o r  of the  R o y a l  F o r e s t s  in  
th e  duchy  of C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y .  B u t  to  a s s u m e  th i s  r o l e ,  s o m e  f o r m  
of l e g a l  e d u c a t io n  w as  a  n e c e s s a r y  q u a l i f i c a t io n .  C o n se q u e n t ly ,  he 
l e f t  h o m e  f o r  P a r i s  a r o u n d  1646 p r e s u m a b l y  to s tu d y  law .  A law d e ­
g r e e  w a s  u s u a l l y  e a s y  to ob ta in  a t  th a t  t i m e  a f t e r  pay ing  th e  p r e s c r i b e d  
f e e s  an d  p a s s i n g  s o m e  token  e x a m i n a t io n .  L a  F o n t a i n e  s e e m s  to h a v e  
a c q u i r e d  su f f ic ien t  l e g a l  knowledge  to c a r r y  on h i s  d u t i e s  w h e n  he  
e v en tu a l ly  s u c c e e d e d  h i s  f a t h e r .  T h a t  he  did so is  ev id en t  f r o m  s o m e  
t r a c e s  of l e g a l  p r a c t i c e  le f t  in  h is  l i t e r a r y  w o r k s .  H is  d e s c r i p t i o n  
of a c o u r t  c a s e  in  the  Conte  du Ju g e  de M e s le  s u g g e s t s  s o m e  k n o w ­
ledge  of c o n t e m p o r a r y  le g a l  p r o c e e d in g s  and  c o u r t  p r a c t i c e s  :
D eux  a v o c a t s  qui ne s ' a c c o r d a i e n t  point  
R e n d a ie n t  p e r p l e x e  un juge  de p rov ince :
Si ne  put one d é c o u v r i r  le  v r a i  point ,
T a n t  lu i  s e m b l a i t  que  fût  o b s c u r  et  mince .
D eux  p a i l l e s  p r e n d  d ' in e g a l e  g r a n d e u r ;
Du doig t l e s  s e r r e ;  i l  a v a i t  bonne  p in ce .
L a  longue  e c h e t  s a n s  fau te  au  d é fe n d e u r .
Dont r e n v o y é  s ' e n  va  gai  c o m m e  un p r i n c e .
La  c o u r  s ' e n  p la in t  et  le juge  r e p a r t  :
Ne  m e  b l â m e z  M e s s i e u r s  p o u r  ce t  ég a rd :
De n o u v eau té  dans  m o n  f a i t  i l  n ' e s t -  m a i l l e ;
• M ain t  d ' e n t r e  vous  souven t  juge  du h a s a r d ^ ^
Sans  que p o u r  ce t i^ re  a la  c o u r te  p a i l l e .
In the  F a b l e s  too he  l e a v e s  s o m e  ev id en ce  of l e g a l  k n o w le d g e ,  p a r t i ­
c u l a r l y  in  the  T e s t a m e n t  exp l ique  p a r  E s o p e . H e r e ,  he  f i r s t  m a k e s  
a  sub t le  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  Will  of a d ead  m a n  o r  th e  " t e s t a m e n t  s e lo n  
l e s  l o i s  m u n i c i p a l e s " .  T h e n  he d e s c r i b e s  in s t a n d a r d  l e g a l  t e r m s  
the  a t t e m p t  to e s t a b l i s h  " la  vo lon té  du t e s t a t e u r "  t h ro u g h  th e  a p p r o v e d  
l e g a l  p r o c e s s  :
64. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de .  Op. C i t .  p. 188. C o n te s ,  I, ix.
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L ' a f f a i r e  e s t  c o n su l t e ,  e t  to u s  l e s  a v o c a t s .
A p r e s  a v o i r  t o u r n e  le c a s
E n  cen t  et  cen t  m i l l e  m a n i è r e s ,
Y j e t t e n t  l e u r  bonnet;  se  c o n f e s s e n t  v a i n c u s .
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  know ledge  of the  in c o m p e te n c e  of c o n t e m p o r a r y  j u r i s t s ,  
the  s l u g g i s h n e s s  of the  e n t i r e  l e g a l  s y s t e m ,  an d  h i s  r i d i c u l in g  of the  
s i tu a t io n  a r e  i m p l i e d  in  the  i n a b i l i ty  of the  l a w y e r s  to f ind  a  r a t i o n a l  
s e t t l e m e n t .  C e r t a i n l y  it is  a g a i n s t  th i s  b a c k g r o u n d  th a t  the  po e t  w a s  
l a t e r  to a d m o n i s h  h i s  r e a d e r s  to  r e f r a i n  f r o m  c o n s t a n t  r e c o u r s e  to 
l e g a l  p r o c e e d i n g s  s in ce  the  l a w y e r s  an d  j u d g e s ,  l ike  the  c a t  of the  
fab le ,  fed  fa t  upon t h e i r  c l i e n t s .  O u r  poe t  n e v e r  b e c a m e  a p r a c ­
t i s in g  l a w y e r ,  a n d  one can  in f e r  f r o m  h i s  f r e q u e n t  and  v e h e m e n t  
a t t a c k s  on the  law o f f i c e r s  and  the  s lo w -m o v in g ,  c o s t l y  m a c h i n e r y  of 
the  law, th a t  the  p r o f e s s i o n  h e ld  l i t t l e  c h a r m  f o r  h i m .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  
he a c q u i r e d  su f f ic ien t  l e g a l  know ledge  to be  an  a l e r t  and  l a w - a b id in g  
c i t i z e n ,  c o n sc io u s  of h i s  own r i g h t s  and  d u t i e s .
H is  s t a y  in P a r i s  d u r in g  th i s  p e r i o d  w a s  m o r e  f r u i t f u l  in 
o t h e r  d i r e c t i o n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  with  r e g a r d  to h i s  l i t e r a r y  p u r s u i t s  a n d  
the  w iden ing  of h i s  so c ia l  c o n ta c t s .  It w a s  abou t  th i s  t i m e  t h a t  he  
w a s  i n i t i a t e d  into  th e  c i r c l e  of the  " C h e v a l i e r s  de l a  T a b le  R o n d e " .
T h i s  s e e m s  to have  b e e n  a p r iv a t e  c i r c l e ,  g ro u p in g  s o m e  s ix  young
an d  a s p i r i n g  w r i t e r s ,  and  n a m e d  a f t e r  the  P a r i s i a n  c a b a r e t  in w hich
th e y  u s u a l l y  m e t  to d i s c u s s  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e y  s o m e t i m e s  m e t  a l s o  in  
the  h o u s e  of P a u l  P e l l i s s o n ,  the  idol of young w r i t e r s .  M e m b e r s  of 
the  c i r c l e  inc lu d ed  A n to ine  F u r e t i e r e  who p r o b a b l y  i n t r o d u c e d  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  to  the  g roup ,  F r a n ç o i s  C a s s a n d r e ,  F r a n ç o i s  C h a r p e n t i e r ,  T a i l e  - 
m a n t  de s  R ea u x ,  a p e r c e p t iv e  an d  c r i t i c a l  young m a n  w h o se  s to c k  of 
l o c a l  s t o r i e s  w e r e  u s e f u l  to L a  F o n ta in e ,  A n to ine  R a m b o u i l l e t  de l a  
S a b l i è r e  w h o se  f u tu r e  wife w a s  to p ro v id e  a h o m e  a n d  a  w i d e r  f i e ld  
of e x p e r i e n c e  fo r  the  poet.  T h e s e  new c o n ta c t s  w e r e  r i c h  in  s ig n i f i ­
can c e  fo r  the  shap ing  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f u tu r e  a s  a poe t .
"T h e  K n igh ts  of the  Round  T a b l e "  who. L a l s o  i n c lu d e d  F r a n ç o i s  
de M a u c r o ix ,  loved  p l e a s u r e ,  good l i t e r a t u r e  a n d  p r e t t y  w o m e n .  It 
w a s  in  t h i s  c i r c l e  t h a t  ou r  poe t  c o n s o l i d a t e d  h i s  in d e p en d e n t  an d  e a s y ­
going a t t i t u d e .  T h e  g roup  f r e q u e n t e d  m a n y  t a v e r n s  an d  en jo y ed  l i fe
65. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de.  Op. C i t . ,  p.  88, F a b l e s , II, 20,
66. Ibid.  , p. 125, {VII, 16).
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a s  th e y  p l e a s e d  but w i thou t  lo s in g  s igh t  of t h e i r  m a i n  o b je c t iv e ,  
n a m e l y ,  l i t e r a r y  e x c e l l e n c e .  T h e i r  s t e a d y  c o n ta c t  w i th  the  e s tab l i shed  
and  m o r e  e l d e r l y  w r i t e r s  such  a s  F r a n ç o i s  M a y n a r d ,  J e a n  O g i e r  de 
G o m b au ld ,  M ic h e l  de M a r o l l e s ,  G i l l e s  M en a g e ,  J e a n  C h a p e la in ,  
V a le n t i n  C o n r a r t  and , above  a l l ,  O l i v e r  P a t r u ,  s h o w ed  the  s e r i o u s ­
n e s s  of t h e i r  v o c a t i o n a l  a m b i t io n .  T h e  c i r c l e  of the  "R ound  T a b l e "  
would  s o m e t i m e s  inv i te  one o r  o t h e r  of t h e s e  l i t e r a r y  " d o c t e s "  to 
give t h e m  a t a lk  on p o e t r y  and  g e n e r a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  O l i v e r  P a t r u  
s e e m s  to have  b e e n  one of t h e i r  m o s t  c h e r i s h e d  m e n t o r s .
P a r m i  eux , le  doc te  P a t r u  fa i t  f i g u r e  de M e n t o r .
I l  e n s e ig n e  la  ha ine  de la  b o u r s o u f l u r e ,  la  p u r e t é  
r i g o u r e u s e  de la  langue ,  la  s ec h e  p r e c i s i o n  de la  
p h r a s e ,  la f id é l i t é  aux  m o d è l e s  a n t iq u e s .
T h e  l a s t  t h r e e  of th e  l i t e r a r y  m e n  m e n t i o n e d  above  w e r e  v e r y  i n f l u e n t i a l  
f i g u r e s  in  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s ,  f r o m  w hom  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  w a s  to s e e k  a d v ice  and  a p p r o v a l  a s  he  p r e p a r e d  h i s  f i r s t  c o l l e c ­
t ion  of f a b l e s  in v e r s e .  A n o th e r  w e l l -k n o w n  poe t ,  s c h o l a r  an d  d i s ­
c ip le  of R o n s a r d ,  G u i l l au m e  C o l le t e t ,  gu ided  the  young an d  a s p i r i n g  
w r i t e r s  in  t h e i r  r e a d i n g s  in  e a r l y  F r e n c h  p o e t r y ,  i n t r o d u c e d  t h e m  to  
the  w o r k s  of V i l lo n  and  a w ak e n ed  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t  in  M a r o t  and  R o n s a r d .  
It w a s  a l s o  t h ro u g h  h im  tha t  L a  F o n ta in e  c a m e  to know of L o u i s e
L a b é  f r o m  w hom  he d re w  i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  the  fab le  e n t i t l e d  L ' A m o u r  . 
68et l a  F o l i e .
The  P a r i s i a n  m i l i e u ,  to w hich  we sh a l l  r e t u r n  l a t e r  on,  a l s o  
p la y ed  a g r e a t  p a r t  in  th i s  p r o c e s s  of l i t e r a r y  i n i t i a t i o n  t h r o u g h  w h ich  
ou r  a s p i r i n g  young w r i t e r  w as  u n d e rg o in g  a t  th is  t i m e .  In the  g r e a t  
m e t r o p o l i s  of P a r i s ,  the  l i b r a r i e s ,  the  l e c t u r e s  on a l l  k in d s  of s u b ­
j e c t s ,  t h e ' a c t i v e  f e r m e n t  of id e a s ,  the  p e r f o r m a n c e  of th e  d r a m a t i c  
w o r k s  of C o r n e i l l e ,  R o t r o u  an d  S c a r r o n  a t t r a c t e d  L a  F o n ta in e  l ik e  so  
m a n y  m a g n e t s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  he  w a tc h e d  the  p e r f o r m a n c e  of R o s s i ' s
69O r f e o  the  r e m i n i s c e n c e s  of which  he  r e c o r d s  in  one of h i s  p o e m s .
T h e  poe t ic  w o r k s  of G o m bau ld ,  B o i s r o b e r t ,  S a i n t - A m a n t  and  
T r i s t a n  I ' H e r m i t e  w e r e  t h e r e  fo r  the  a sk in g  and  so  w e r e  the  p h i l o s o ­
p h ic a l  w o r k s  of D e s c a r t e s  and  G a s s e n d i .  T h e s e  o f f e r e d  u s e f u l  s o u r c e s  
of know ledge  which  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  to exp lo i t  a s  th e  n e e d  a r o s e .
6 7 . A d a m ,  A n t o i n e . ,  H i s t o i r e  de la  l i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e  a u  XVII"
s i e c l e ,  P a r i s ,  1954, t . i v ,  p. 19 '
68. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de.  Op. C i t . ,  p. 169, F a b l e s , XII, 14
69. Ib id .  p. 4 8 3 -4 8 4  : "A M. de N i e r t  s u r  l ' o p e r a .  "
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But  m o r e  th a n  any th ing  e l s e ,  it w a s  the  c o m r a d e s h i p ,  m u t u a l  e n ­
c o u r a g e m e n t  and  s t im u la t io n  f r o m  h is  f r i e n d s  and  a s s o c i a t e s  of the
"R ound  T a b l e "  th a t  se t  h i m  on the r o a d  to h i s  c a r e e r .
C e t t e  a c a d e m i c  p r i v e e  p r o d u i t  l e s  p lus  h e u r e u x  
effets,  s u r  Te  gen ie  du f a b u l i s t e .  C o m b ie n /  
do iven t  ê t r e  i n t é r e s s a n t e s  l e s  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  de 
c e s  i m m o r t e l s !  I ls  c a u s e n t  de tou t,  de la  
b a g a t e l l e  e t  de la  s c i e n c e ,  e t  l e u r  c o n v e r s a t i o n  
a  t o u j o u r s  un c o m m e n c e m e n t  e t ,  p a r f o i s ,  j a m a i s  
de f i n ..........
T h u s ,  w i th  the  a w a r e n e s s  of h i s  v o c a t i o n a l  c a l l in g  and  th i s  i n i t i a t io n  
in to  a n  a m b i t i o u s  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e .  L a  F o n ta in e  now i n t e n s i f i e d  h i s  
r e a d i n g s  in a n c i e n t  and  m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e  in s e a r c h  of l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s ,  
p o e t ic  p a t t e r n s  an d  t e c h n i q u e s .
70. N a y r a c ,  J - P .  , Op.  C i t . ,  pp.  181-182,
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1. R e a d in g s  in F r e n c h  L i t e r a t u r e  f r o m  the  Middle  A g e s  to  the  S e v e n ­
t e e n th  C e n t u r y
L a  F o n ta in e  a s  an  a s p i r i n g  young w r i t e r  in s e a r c h  of poe t ic  p a t ­
t e r n  a n d  i n s p i r a t i o n  w as  an  av id  r e a d e r  and  c o n s c i e n t io u s  s tu d en t  of 
l i t e r a t u r e .  He  e x p lo r e d  a n c i e n t  and  m o d e r n  s o u r c e s ,  p a t i e n t ly  t r i e d  
out s e v e r a l  a u t h o r s  an d  g e n r e s  to  c h o o se  th o se  th a t  w ou ld  s e r v e  h i m  
a s  m o d e l s .  A s  Gohin  r e m a r k s ,
A ucun  h u m a n i s t e  p e u t - ê t r e  n ' a  lu d av an tag e  ni 
a v e c  p lu s  d ' a v id i t é ,  n i  a v ec  p lus  de f r u i t ,  ni ,  tou t  $
en  vo lan t  c o m m e  l ' a b e i l l e  de f l e u r  en f l e u r ,  a m a s s é  
t a n t  de s u c s  p o u r  f a i r e  son m i e l .  ^
But  h i s  r e a d in g ,  e x t e n s iv e  though i t  w a s ,  does  no t  give the  i m p r e s s i o n  
of hav ing  b e e n  s y s t e m a t i c .  He  would  sw i tch  f r o m  M a l h e r b e  to  V i r g i l  
o r  H o r a c e  an d  p e r h a p s  end up w ith  a L a t in  t r a n s l a t i o n  of H o m e r ,  d e ­
pend ing  upon w h a t  he  w a s  looking  f o r .  . He  c h e r i s h e d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  
a u t h o r s  who h a d  a t a s t e  fo r  d i v e r s i t y  in s ty le  and  t h e m e s ,  such  a s  
H o r a c e  a n d  T h é o p h i l e  de V iau .
L e s  p o e t e s  q u ' i l  p r e f e r e  sont ceux  qui,  c o m m e  H o r a c e ,  
ont su p r e n d r e  to u s  l e s  t o n s .  I l  a  un goût t r è s  v if  
po u r  l e s  c o n t e u r s  gau lo is  du XVI^ s i e c l e ,  m a i s  a u s s i  
po u r  l ' A s t r e e  e t  l e s  c h a s t e s  r o m a n s  de la  p r é c i o s i t é .
I l  e s t  n o u r r i  de R a b e l a i s ,  de M on ta igne ,  de R e g n i e r .
L ' i n f l u e n c e  de R a c a n  et  de T h é o p h i l e  e s t  m a n i f e s t e  
dans  son oeuvre .
T r a c e s  of the  p o e t ' s  e a r l y  r e a d in g  te ch n iq u e  a r e  s c a r c e  an d  th i s  m a k e s  
it r a t h e r  d i f f icu l t  to  d e t e r m i n e  with  s o m e  d e g r e e  of c e r t a i n t y  th e  p o in t  
f r o m  w h e r e  he b e g an  h i s  s e a r c h .  B u t  if the  e d u c a t i o n a l  p r i n c i p l e  of 
p r o c e e d in g  f r o m  the  known to  the  unknown, f r o m  the  f a m i l i a r  to  t h e  
s t r a n g e ,  i s  any th ing  to go by, one cam in fe r  t h a t  he  s e t  out on h i s  
l i t e r a r y  a d v e n t u r e  b y  r e a d in g  the m o r e  f a m i l i a r  an d  a c c e s s i b l e  b o o k s ,  
th a t  i s  by  s tudy ing  the  m e d ia e v a l  and  R e n a i s s a n c e  F r e n c h  a u t h o r s  w h o se
w o r k s  w e r e  p o p u la r  in the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y .  I t  h a s  t h e r e f o r e  b e e n
1. Gohin,  F . , L a  F o n ta in e  E t u d e s  e t  R e c h e r c h e s ,  P a r i s  ( G a m i e r )  .
1937, p . 13
2. C l a r a c ,  P .  , L i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e .  C o l l e c t i o n  d i r i g é e  p a r  C laude
P i c h o i s ,  P a r i s ,  1969, t .  II, p. 187.
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though t  c o n v en ie n t  and  a p p r o p r i a t e  to b e g in  the r e v i e w  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
s tudy  of l i t e r a t u r e  wi th  th e  m e d ia e v a l  and  R e n a i s s a n c e  w o r k s  which  
he i s  c e r t a i n  to have  r e a d .
It i s  n e c e s s a r y  to s t a t e  a t  the  on se t  th a t  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  i s  m o r e. I
of a r e v i e w ,  a g e n e r a l  s u r v e y  of the  p o e t ' s  r e a d i n g s  in a n c i e n t  and  
m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e  than  a n  e x h a u s t iv e  a n a l y s i s  of the  fu l l  i m p a c t  of 
th e  s e l e c t e d  a u t h o r s  on s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  l i t e r a t u r e .  It  w ou ld  no t  
only  be  p r e t e n t i o u s  bu t  va in  to  im a g in e  tha t  such  a c o m p r e h e n s i v e  s tu d y  
w ou ld  be  p o s s i b l e  in  an  e s s a y  of t h i s  d im e n s io n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  v o l u m e s  
cou ld  be w r i t t e n  on the  in f luence  of an y  of t h e s e  a u t h o r s  on c o n t e m p o ­
r a r y  l i t e r a t u r e  and  thought .  We a r e  t h e r e f o r e  gu ided  in  o u r  c h o ic e  of 
a u t h o r s  a n d  in  the  a m o u n t  of d e t a i l  g iven  about  e a c h  of t h e m  b y  t h e i r  
r e l e v a n c e  to L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  l i t e r a r y  an d  in t e l l e c t u a l  g ro w th  an d  by  the  
e v id en ce  a v a i l a b l e  in the  w o r k s  of the  poe t  h i m s e l f .  A u t h o r s  n o t  m e n ­
t io n e d  in  th i s  r e v i e w  w i l l  be  t r e a t e d  l a t e r  a long  wi th  the  d i s c u s s i o n  of 
the  t h e m e s  a n d  d o c t r i n e s  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  ad o p ted  f r o m  t h e m .  F o r  
e x a m p le ,  the  i m p a c t  of D e s c a r t e s  a n d  G a s s e n d i  on the  p o e t ' s  th ink ing  
w i l l  be a n a l y s e d  t o g e t h e r  wi th  h i s  t h e o r i e s  of know ledge  and  a n i m a l  
in t e l l i g e n c e .  T h i s  a p p r o a c h  h a s  b e e n  found n e c e s s a r y  in o r d e r  to  f o l ­
low the  n a t u r a l  evo lu t ion  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  thought and  m a i n t a i n  the  
c h r o n o lo g ic a l  un i ty  of h i s  w o r k s .
A l though  the  poet w a s  an  a v id  r e a d e r ,  the  e v id e n c e  f u r n i s h e d  by
the  a c t u a l  t e x t  of h i s  w o r k  s u g g e s t s  th a t  he  did no t  de lve  v e r y  d e ep
in to  m e d ia e v a l  l i t e r a t u r e .  F e w  t r a c e s  of h i s  r e a d i n g s  in  t h i s  d i r e c t i o n
have  s u r v i v e d  in  h i s  w r i t i n g s .  It i s  known, f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h a t  he  r e a d
one of the  m e d ia e v a l  r o m a n c e s  e n t i t l e d  P e r c e v a l  le  G a l lo i s  an d  w r i t t e n
b y  C h r e t i e n  de T r o y e s .  T h i s  nove l  h a d  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  e d i t i o n s .
3L a  F o n t a i n e  not only  l i s t s  i t  a m o n g  h i s  f a v o u r i t e  w o r k s  bu t  m a k e s  a
r e f e r e n c e  to  M e r l i n  the  e n c h a n t e r ,  a  c h a r a c t e r  in  the  n o v e l  :
T e l ,  c o m m e  di t  M e r l i n ,  cu ide  e n g e ig n e r  j . u t r u i  
Qui  souvent  s ' e n g e ig n e  s o i - m ê m e .
In the  a b s e n c e  of any  o th e r  e v id e n c e ,  such  a s  l i s t i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  w o r k  
a s  h i s  f a v o u r i t e  o r  s ta t in g  c l e a r l y  tha t  he  a c t u a l l y  d r e w  s o m e  i n s p i r a ­
t ion  f r o m  it,  c a s u a l  r e f e r e n c e s  l ike  the  one quo ted  above  should ,  how-
3. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de .  Op. Git .  , p . 191, C o n t e s , I, x i i i  : " B a l l a d e "
4. I b i d . ,  p. 100, F a b l e s , IV, i i ,  11. 1 - 2 .
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e v e r ,  be  v ie w e d  wi th  cau t ion .  Such r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  p o o r  gu ide s  to 
w h a t  the  po e t  a c t u a l l y  r e a d ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in the  c a s e  of m e d ia e v a l  
l i t e r a t u r e .  T h u s ,  i f  we had  no o t h e r  sp ec i f i c  p ro o f  of h i s  f a m i l i a r i t y  ' 
w i th  C h r e t i e n  de Troyes j '  nove l ,  the  b r i e f  a l l u s i o n  to M e r l i n  would  
no t  c o n s t i t u t e  a c o n c lu s iv e  e v id en ce  of the  p o e t ' s  know ledge  of the  
w o r k ,  f o r  the  le g en d  of M e r l i n  the  e n c h a n t e r  i s  p a r t  of the  p o p u la r  
f o l k - l o r e  w h ich  anyone  cou ld  p ick  up w i thou t  n e c e s s a r i l y  r e a d i n g  
P e r c e v a l  le G a l lo i s .  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  know ledge  of m e d ia e v a l  l i t e r a t u r e  
d oes  no t  s e e m  to  have  gone beyond  what  he  g le an e d  f r o m  M a r o t ' s  e d i ­
t ion  of the  R o m a n  de la  R o s e  an d  of the  w o r k s  of V i l lon .  T h i s  v iew  
i s  b o r n e  out by  s o m e  c o m m e n t s  a b o u t  m e d ia e v a l  a u t h o r s ,  m a d e  in  
C ly m e n e  . Speak ing  to  one of the  c h a r a c t e r s ,  C l io ,  A po l lo n  who r e p ­
r e s e n t s  L a  F o n ta in e  h i m s e l f  d e c l a r e s  ; 4
M on tez  j u s q u ' a  M a r o t ,  et  poin t  p a r  de la  lui;
M ê m e  son  t o u r  suff i t .  ^
M a r o t  e d i te d  qu i te  a n u m b e r  of m e d ia e v a l  w o r k s  a n d  m a d e  t h e m  f a i r l y  
r e a d a b l e  f o r  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  r e a d e r s .  T h u s  he s e r v e d  m o r e  o r  
l e s s  a s  a l ink  b e tw e e n  the  M idd le  A g e s  and  the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n t u r y ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  m u c h  of h i s  own w o r k  w a s  r e v i v e d  by V o i tu r e ,  one of 
o u r  p o e t ' s  m e n t o r s .  T h i s  be ing  so,  i t  i s  r a t h e r  d i f f icu l t  to d e t e r m i n e  
w i th  p r e c i s i o n  how m u c h  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  poe t ic  i n s p i r a t i o n  w a s  d r a w n  
d i r e c t l y  f r o m  m e d ia e v a l  s o u r c e s .  T h e r e  i s  no doubt th a t  he  c o n s u l t e d  
the w o r k s  of the  b e t t e r - k n o w n  m e d ia e v a l  p o e t s ,  such  a s  V i l lon ,  to l i f t  
s o m e  v e r s e s  t h a t  a p p e a le d  to h i s  f ancy .  But  even  then ,  t h e r e  i s  no 
a p p r e c i a b l e  t r a c e  of V i l l o n ' s  d i r e c t  in f luence  in h i s  p o e t r y .  What looks  
l ike  V i l l o n ' s  s t y l i s t i c  t r a i t s  in  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  w r i t i n g s  : f l a s h e s  of w i t  
and  s a r c a s t i c  h u m o u r ,  f l e x ib i l i ty  of tone  and  i r o n i c a l  t u r n  of m i n d  m a y  
h av e  b e e n  d e r i v e d  f r o m  M a r o t  who had  a  c lo se  l i t e r a r y  a f f in i ty  w i th  
V i l lo n .
T h r e e  c o m p le te  e d i t io n s  of M a r o t  w e r e  in  e x i s t e n c e  a t  t h i s  
epoch ;  the  ed i t ion  e s t a b l i s h e d  by  J .  de T o u r n e s  an d  p u b l i s h e d  in  L y o n s  
in 1603, th a t  of R .  du P e t i t  V a l  w h ich  a p p e a r e d  in R ou en  in  1607; i t  
w a s  p u b l i s h e d  in two v o l u m e s  a s  an  " e d i t i o n  r e v u e  et  c o r r i g é e  de n o u ­
v e a u "  a n d  w a s  fo l lowed  in 1615 by yet a n o t h e r  ed i t ion ,  p u b l i s h e d  b y
5. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 252, C ly m e n e  , 11. 321 -  322.
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L e  V i l l a i n  in  the  s a m e  city .  In 1636 an  ed i t io n  of the  D é p l o r a t i o n
s u r  la  m o r t  de F l o r i m o n d  R o b e r t e t ,  S e c re ta i r e  d 'E t a t ,  w a s  a l s o  m a d e
pub l ic  in P a r i s .  T he  p o e t ' s  E p i g r a m m e s a l s o  a p p e a r e d  in P o i t i e r s  in
1647.  T h e s e  s t a n d a r d  ed i t ions  w e r e  s u p p l e m e n t e d  by  v a r i o u s  p i e c e s  of
M a r o t ' s  v e r s e ,  p u b l i sh ed  in m i x e d  c o l l e c t i o n s  of p o e m s .  T h u s  tw e lv e
of h i s  t h r e e  h u n d r e d  and  tw e lve  p o e m s  a p p e a r e d  in  L e  J a r d i n  d e s
M u se  s (1643),  two in L a  F in e  g a l a n t e r i e  (1661) an d  s e v e n ty  in  the
R e c u e i l  B a r b i n  (1662). It can  be  s e e n  f r o m  the  f r e q u e n c y  of t h e s e
e d i t io n s  an d  the  wide d i f fus ion  of h i s  s ing le  w o r k s  t h a t  M a r o t  w as  too
p o p u la r  in  the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  , to e s c a p e  the  a t t e n t i o n  of a n  a v id
r e a d e r  and  a s p i r i n g  poet l ike  L a  F o n ta in e .  M any  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  of
the  t i m e  a d m i r e d  h i s  s a g a c io u s ,  w i t ty  and  b a n t e r i n g  s ty l e .  M i le ,  de
S c u d e r y ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  w r i t e s  of h i m  :
R e g a r d e  en su i te  M a r o t  a la  m i n e  sag e ,  tu le  
p r e n d r a i s  s an s  doute  po u r  que lque  h o m m e  qui ne 
s e r a i t  p r o p r e  qu 'a  e n s e i g n e r  la  m o r a l e .  C ep e n d a n t  
i l  n ' y  a u r a  j a m a i s  d ' e s p r i t ,  p lus  i n g é n i e u s e m e n t  b a d in  
que le s ien .  Il y a u r a  t o u j o u r s  du bon s e n s  dans  sa  
p lu s  fo lle  r a i l l e r i e ,  e^  de s  c h o s e s  p l a i s a n t e s  d a n s  s e s  
p lus  g r a v e s  d i s c o u r s .
A nd  B o i l e a u  in h is  A r t  poé t ique  u r g e s  : .
I m i t o n s  de M a r o t  l ' e l e g a n t  bad in ag e ,
E t  l a i s s o n s  le b u r l e s q u e  aux  p l a i s a n t s  du P o n t - N e u f .
V i l lo n  sut le  p r e m i e r ,  dans  c e s  s i è c l e s  g r o s s i e r s .
D é b r o u i l l e r  l ' a r t  confus  de n o s  v ieu x  r o m a n c i e r s .
M a r o t  b ie n tô t  a p r è s  fi t  f l e u r i r  l e s  b a l l a d e s ,
T o u r n a  d e s  t r i o l e t s , r i m a  d es  m a s c a r a d e s ,
A  d e s  r e f r a i n s  ' r é g i e s  a s s e r v i t  l e s  r o ^ n d e a u x  ^
E t  m o n t r a  po u r  r i m e r  des  c h e m i n s  tou t n o u v eau x .
E x p l a in in g  f u r t h e r  the  s e c r e t  of M a r o t ' s  p o p u la r i t y  d u r in g  th i s  epoch ,
M l l e ,  de  S c u d e r y  conc ludes  :
Son c a r a c t è r e  s e r a  ga lan t ,  a i s é ,  n a t u r a l ,  e t  d i v e r ­
t i s s a n t .  Ce poète  a u r a  l ' a v a n t a g e  d ' ê t r e  i m i t e  p a r  to u s  
l e s  p o è t e s  qui vo u d ro n t  g f r e  p l a i s a n t s ,  et  d ' ê t r e  p o u r ­
t a n t  t o u j o u r s  in im i t a b le .
6. S c u d e r y ,  M. (Mlle ,  de), C le l i e ,  H i s t o i r e  r o m a i n e ,  P a r i s  (A ugus t in
C o u rb é ) ,  1660, P a r t  IV, L i v r e  II, p.  851.
7. B o i l e a u - D e s p r e a u x ,  N . ,  Œ u v r e s  c o m p l e t e s ,  (éd i t .  F r a n ç o i s e  E s c a l )
P a r i s ,  (P le i ad e ) ,  1966, p. 1 59 : " A r t  p o é t iq u e " ,  I, chan t  I.
8. S c u d e r y ,  M. , Op. Cit .  , p. 852.
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L a  F o n t a i n e  f a l l s  p r e c i s e l y  w i th in  the  c l a s s  of p o e t s  to w h ich  M i le ,  de 
S c u d e r y  a l l u d e s .  T he  subt le  b le n d in g  of h u m o u r ,  w i t  a n d  b a n t e r  in h i s  
v e r s e  sh o w s  how c lo s e ly  he i m i t a t e d  h i s  m o d e l .
M a r o t  s " e leg a n t  b a d in ag e "  an d  a i r  of n a i v e t y  a p p e a l e d  to  o u r  
p o e t ' s  t a s t e s .  B e s i d e s ,  the  R e n a i s s a n c e  p o e t ' s  l i f e  an d  t e m p e r a m e n t  
h a d  m u c h  in c o m m o n  with  h i s  own. Both  h a d  a n  e a r l y  p r o v i n c i a l  u p ­
b r in g i n g ,  bo th  w e r e  e n a m o u r e d  of so l i tu d e  and  p e r s o n a l  i n d e p e n d e n c e ;  
th e y  w e r e  s o m e w h a t  d i s so lu t e  an d  i r r e s p o n s i b l e ,  t o r m e n t e d  b y  f i n a n c i a l  
an d  a m o r o u s  p r o b l e m s ,  ye t  h u m o r o u s  an d  e a s y - g o i n g .  A s  w r i t e r s ,  b o th  
e x c e l l e d  in the  s h o r t e r  g e n r e s  w h e r e  th e y  c o m b in e d  th e  g if t  of o b s e r v a ­
t io n  w i th  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and  d e l i c a c y  of s ty le .  L a  F o n t a i n e  could  no t  h a v e  
b e e n  u n a w a r e  of the  a ff in i ty  of i n t e r e s t s  b e tw e e n  h i m s e l f  an d  M a r o t .
It  w a s  f r o m  the  l a t t e r  ' s e p i s t l e .  A u  r o i  p o u r  a v o i r  ete^ d e r o b e , t h a t  o u r  
poe t  d e r i v e d  the  no t ion  of g u a r a n t e e i n g  h i s  p o e t ic  c o n t r a c t  w i th  F ouque t .^  
P a r t  of M a r o t ' s  e p i s t l e  r e a d s
E t  si  s e n t e z  que soys  fo ib le  de r e i n s .
P o u r  vous  p a y e r ,  l e s  deux  p r i n c e s  L o r r a i n s  
Me p l e g e r o n t .  J e  l e s  p e n se  si f e r m e s  ^
Q u ' i l z  ne f a u ld r o n t  pou r  m o i  à l ' u n  d e s  t e r m e s .
T h e  p o e m  in which  L a  F o n ta in e  d i s c u s s e s  the  c o n d i t io n s  of the  " p e n s i o n
p o é t iq u e "  r e t a i n s  M a r o t ' s  f a m i l i a r ,  d i s c u r s i v e  s ty le .  T h e  r e f e r e n c e  to
P e l l i s s o n  a s  the  g u a r a n t o r  of the  c o n t r a c t  :
P o u r  s u r e t e ,  j ' o b l ig e  p a r  p r o m e s s e
L e  b i e n  que j ' a i  s u r  l e s  b o r d s  du P e r m e s s e ;
M ê m e  au  b e s o in  n o t r e  a m i  P e l l i s s o n  ^
Me p l e i g e r a  d 'un  coup le t  de ch an so n .
is  c e r t a i n l y  b a s e d  upon i n s p i r a t i o n  d r a w n  f r o m  M a r o t .  T h e  f a b l e s .  L e
12L io n  e t  le R a t  an d  L a  C o lom be  et  l a  F o u r m i  r e c a l l  the  a n e c d o te  in
s  13
M a r o t ' s  E p i t r e  a son a m y  J a m e t .  A c c o r d i n g  to  a  p e r t i n e n t  r e m a r k
by  d 'O l iv e t ,  M a r o t  i s  the  one poet a m o n g  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  m a n y  R e n a i s ­
s a n c e  m a s t e r s  w h o se  in f luence  c o n t r ib u t e d  m o s t  to  s h ap e  the  f a b u l i s t ' s  
14 ,
poe t ic  s ty l e .  A nd  W al the r  de L e r b e r  c a t e g o r i c a l l y  d e c l a r e s  o u r  poet 
a d i s c i p l e  of M a r o t  in both  s ty le  an d  t a s t e s  ;
9. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J e a n  de, Op. C i t . ,  pp.  458 -4 5 9 ,  "A. M .  F o u c q u e t " .
10. M a r o t ,  C . , Œ u v r e s  c o m p l e t e s ,  (ed it .  A b e l  G r e n i e r ) ,  P a r i s
( G a r n i e r )  1920, t . I ,  p. 177 .
11. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J e a n  de.  Op. C i t . ,  pp.  45 8 -4 5 9 .
12. I b i d . ,  p. 85, F a b l e s ,  II, 11 a n d  12.
13. M a r o t ,  C . , O p . C i t . ,  pp.  140 -142 .
14. P e l l i s s o n  e t  d 'O l ive t ,  Op. C i t .  , p. 306.
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L a  v e r v e  de M a r o t ,  s e s  g e n r e s ,  son  s ty le  s e r o n t  
de n o u v e au  r e p r i s  p a r  L a  F o n t a i n e  qui e s t  un
m o r a l i s t e  convaincu .  I l  c o n n a î t  et  a lu  l e s  a u t e u r s  '
du XVI s i e c l e ,  s u r to u t  M a r o t ,  . . . . I l  r e c o n n a î t  M a r o t  
c o m m e  l ' i n i in a te u r  du g e n r e  b ad in  q u ' i l  va  c u l t i v e r  
dans  s e s  p o e s i e s  d i v e r s e s  et  d a n s  se g c o n te s ;  c ' e s t  
le s ty le  m a r o t i q u e  q u ' i l  v a  p r e n d r e .
What L a  F o n t a i n e  im b ib e d  f r o m  h i s  m o d e l  in th i s  d o m a in  in c lu d e s  a 
s o r t  of s tu d ie d  n e g l ig e n ce  of the  r u l e s  of c o n v e n t io n a l  p o e t r y  w h en  t h e s e
did  no t  su i t  h i s  p u r p o s e  o r  w e r e  l i k e ly  to i m p a i r  the  d e l i c a c y  and
n a t u r a l n e s s  of h i s  s ty le ,  l i g h tn e s s  an d  n a t u r a l n e s s  of e x p r e s s i o n ,  f l e x i ­
b i l i t y  of to n e ,  c h a r m i n g  n a iv e ty  an d  i r o n y  o r  w ha t  L e r b e r  h a s  d e s c r i b e d  
a s
la  g r â c e ,  la  n a iv e te ,  I ' e n jo u e m e n t ,  . . . 
que lque  pla isante i^ i^  un peu  f o r t e  de la
p o e s i e  de M a r o t .  ^
A n o t h e r  s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  poe t  in  w hose  w o r k s  L a  F o n t a i n e  sh o w ed  
i n t e r e s t  w a s  the  R e n a i s s a n c e  h u m a n i s t  an d  poet of love ,  P i e r r e  de R o n ­
s a r d .  T h e  l a t t e r ' s in f luence  is  p a r t i c u l a r l y  n o t i c e a b le  in L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
e l e g i e s ,  a d d r e s s e d  to C ly m e n e .  T h e s e  love p o e m s  c o m e  qu i te  c lo s e  
both  in  s ty le  and  content  to R o n s a r d ' s D i s c o u r s  a m o u r e u x  de G e n e v r e , 
in w h ic h  he  d i s c u s s e s  h i s  p r e v io u s  a m o r o u s  e x p e r i e n c e s  wi th  a c e r t a i n  
M a r i e  a n d  C a s s a n d r e ,  and  c e l e b r a t e s  h i s  new p a s s i o n  f o r  the  b e a u t i f u l
widow, G e n e v r e .  The  a u t h o r ' s  o b s e s s i o n  w i th  the  f e a r  of d i s a p p o i n t m e n t
17
is  one of the  m a i n  thoughts  p e r m e a t i n g  the e n t i r e  p o e m .  F o l lo w in g
th i s  p a t t e r n .  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f i r s t  e l e g y  r e c o u n t s  h i s  p a s t  f a i l u r e s  in
lo v e .  L ik e  h i s  m o d e l ,  he is b e s e t  with  the  f e a r  th a t  he  m a y  ye t  f a i l
a g a in ,  a s  C ly m e n e  could  not be c o n so le d  {ot the  d e a th  of h e r  f o r m e r
18l o v e r .  M o r e  w i l l  be s a id  about  the  e l e g i e s  l a t e r .  We h a v e  m e r e l y  
m e n t i o n e d  t h e m  h e r e  j u s t  to i l l u s t r a t e  the  f a c t  t h a t  the  s t r i k i n g  r e s e m ­
b la n c e  b e tw e e n  t h e m  and R o n s a r d ' s D i s c o u r s  a m o u r e u x  de G e n e v r e  
s u g g e s t s  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e a d  the  w o r k .  H i s  E l e g i e s  exh ib i t  m u c h  of 
the  f o r c e f u l n e s s  and  e n t h u s i a s m  of R o n s a r d ' s s ty le  w i thou t  p a n d e r i n g  to
15. L e r b e r ,  W a l th e r  de, L ' Inf luence  de C l e m e n t  M a r o t  au x  XVII® e t  
XVIII® s i è c l e s ,  P a r i s  e t  L a u s a n n e ,  1920, p.  56.
1 6. Ib id .  , p. 59.
17.  R o n s a r d ,  P ie r re  de, C E u v re s  c o m p l e t e s ,  (ed i t .  P .  L a u m o n i e r )
P a r i s ,  1914, XII, pp.  256 - 277.
18. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp.  478 -479 .
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a r c h a i s m .  A p a r t  f r o m  t h e i r  f id e l i ty  an d  n a t u r a l  g r a c e ,  they  r e t a i n  
the  m u s i c ,  r h y t h m  and  f l e x ib i l i ty  of R o n s a r d ’s p o e t r y .
A n  e v en  m o r e  s t r i k in g  r e m i n i s c e n c e  of the  R e n a i s s a n c e  poe t  is
found in La  F o n t a i n e ' s  fal^ble C o n t r e  ceux  gut ont le  goût d i f f i c i l e . In
one of h i s  o d e s ,  R o n s a r d  a t t a c k s  the p r e j u d i c e d  c r i t i c s  of the  C o u r t
who w e r e  b e n t  on d i s p a r a g i n g  h i s  new p o e t r y  b e f o r e  H e n r i  II :
M a i s  c e s  r i m e u r s  qui ont a p p r i s  
A v e c  t r a v a i l ,  p e in e s ,  et  r u s e s ,
T o u s j o u r s  i l s  enfan ten t  d e s  v e r s  
T o r t u f  e t  c o u r a n s  de t r a v e r s  
P a r m i  la  c a r r i è r e  des  M u s e s  :
E u s  é g u a l é s  à nos  chan ts  b e a u s ,  .
I l s  son t  s e m b l a b l e s  a u s  c o r b e a u s  
L e s q u e l s  de sous  l ' o m b r e  qu aq u e ten t  
C o n t r e  d e u s  a i g l e s ,  qui a g u e te n t  
( P o r t a n s  la  fo u d re  du g r a n d  Roi)
L e  t e n s  de r u e r  l e u r s  t e m p e s t e s  *
D e s u s  l e s  m i s é r a b l e s  t e s t e s  ^
De c e s  c r i a r d s  p â l i e s  d ' é f r o i .  . . .
In the  s a m e  ve in ,  but in a m o r e  p a s s i o n a t e  tone .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e ­
p r o a c h e s  th e  undu ly  c r i t i c a l  r e a d e r s  and  fe l low  v / r i t e r s  who a r e  m o v e d  
by s h e e r  j e a l o u s y  and  envy to v il ify  the  w o r k s  of s u p e r i o r  a u t h o r s  :
M au d i t  c e n s e u r ,  te  t a i r a s - t u ?  ’
Ne s a u r a i s - j e  a c h e v e r  m o n  conte  ?
C ' e s t  un d e s s e i n  t r è s  d a n g e r e u x  
Que d ' e n t r e p r e n d r e  de te  p l a i r e .
L e s  d é l i c a t s  sont m a l h e u r e u x  
R ie n  ne  s a u r a i t  l e s  s a t i s f a i r e .
T h r o u g h o u t  h i s  long l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r .  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  to  r e t u r n  again .
a n d  a g a i n  to the  p r a i s e  of R o n s a r d  a s  the  poe t  who r e v i v e d  H o m e r i c ,
P i n d a r i c ,  V i r g i l i a n  and H o r a t i a n  p o e t r y  in  R e n a i s s a n c e  F r e n c h  l i t e r a t u r e ,
But h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  the  l i t e r a t u r e  of t h i s  epoch  w a s  no t  r e s t r i c t e d  
to p o e t r y  a lo n e ,  though a s  an  a s p i r i n g  poet,  he  t e n d e d  to  be m o r e  i n ­
t e r e s t e d  in  a u t h o r s  who e x c e l l e d  in h i s  in te n d e d  d o m a in .  A s  a n  a p o s t l e  
21of d i v e r s i t y ,  he  e x p lo re d  a l m o s t  a l l  the  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s  in vogue  and  
h a d  a p r é d i l e c t i o n  fo r  so m e  n o n -p o e t i c  w o r k s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  L e s  C en t  
N o u v e l l e s  n o u v e l l e s  an d  the t a l e s  of R a b e l a i s .  T he  c o l l e c t i o n  e n t i t l e d
1 9 . R o n s a r d ,  P . ,  O p . C i t . ,  t . I ,  pp.  I l l  -  112.
20. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 82, F a b l e s , II, 1, 11. 51 - 56.
21.  I b i d . ,  p. 274, C o n te s ,  IV, xi ,  " P a t e  d ' a n g u i l l e " .
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L e s  C en t  N o u v e l l e s  n o u v e l l e s , u s u a l l y  a t t r i b u t e d  to A n to in e  de L a  S a le ,  
d a t e s  b a c k  to the  m id d le  of the  f i f t e e n th  c e n t u r y .  T h e  e x a c t  d a te  of 
i t s  p u b l i c a t io n  i s  not known. C e r t a i n  s i m i l a r i t i e s  in  p h r a s e  p a t t e r n  o r  
s e n t e n c e  s t r u c t u r e  b e tw ee n  som e p a s s a g e s  in  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  an d  th o s e  
in  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  C o n te s  su g g es t  th a t  the  poet w a s  f a m i l i a r  w i th  the  
w o r k .  One  e x a m p l e  of such  s i m i l a r i t i e s  i s  found in th e  t a l e  of J o c o n d e . 
T h e  p a s s a g e  in  w h ich  Joconde  e x p r e s s e s  h i s  a s t o n i s h m e n t  w hen  he  s u r ­
p r i s e s  the  q u e en  m a k in g  love to an  ug ly  d w a r f  :
Qui  fu t  b i e n  é tonné?  ce fu t  n o t r e  R o m a in .  
r e v e a l s  th e  s a m e  t u r n  of p h r a s e  an d  e v en  plot  a s  in  p a r a l l e l  p a s s a g e s  
of L e s  C en t  N o u v e l l e s  n o u v e l le s  :
Qui fut  b ie n  e sb a h y ?  qui fut  e s t o n n é ?  ce  fu t .  . . . ^^
T h e  t h e m e s  c o v e r e d  in th i s  c o l l e c t io n  inc lude  v a r i o u s  a s p e c t s  of s o c i a l
*
life,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  s a t i r i c a l  e x p o s i t io n  of f e m in in e  i n t r i g u e s ,  the  n a iv e  
c r e d u l i t y  of h u s b a n d s ,  the  a m o r o u s  e s c a p a d e s  of n u n s ,  p r i e s t s  a n d  m o n k s .  
T h e s e  w e r e  the  type  of s t o r i e s  w e l l - s u i t e d  to a p p e a l  to  the  t a s t e s  of o u r  
c u r io u s  " b o n h o m m e "  and to a t t r a c t  h i m  to the  w o r k  c o n ta in in g  su ch  t a l e s .  
The  n a t u r e  and  con ten t  of the  s t o r i e s  l e av e  no doubt t h a t  th e y  w e r e  the  
r e m o t e  a n c e s t o r s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  C o n t e s . What  th e y  have  in c o m m o n  
i s  t h e i r  s e n s u a l  u n d e r to n e  and vo lup tuous  i n t e r e s t  in  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  
the  s e x e s .
R a b e l a i s '  s tupendous  im a g in a t io n ,  " p a n t a g r u e l i c "  e r u d i t i o n  an d
a b i l i t y  to c o m b in e  f a c t s  with  f a n t a s y  n e v e r  f a i l e d  to  i m p r e s s  o u r  p o e t .
Tw o of h i s  t a l e s ,  n a m e ly ,  L 'Anneau  d 'H an s  C a r v e l  a n d  L e  D ia b le  de
P a p e f i g u i è r e ^"  ^ w e r e  i n s p i r e d  by R a b e l a i s .  T h e  R a b e l a i s i a n  e p i s o d e  in
w h ic h  P a n u r g e  d ro w n s  D indenau l t  and  h i s  f lock  i s  r e c a l l e d  by  L a  F o n -
2 5ta in e  in  h i s  C o n te s  and  F a b l e s . E q u a l ly  e v id e n t  a r e  the  r e m i n i s c e n ­
c e s  of P i c r o c h o l e  in  som e  of the f a b l e s .  A c a s e  in  po in t  i s  L a  L a i t i e r e  
et  le pot au  l a i t  ;
Q u e l  e s p r i t  ne b a t  la  c a m p a g n e ?
Qui  ne  fa i t  c h â te a u  en E s p a g n e ?
P i c r o c h o l e ,  P y r r h u s ,  la l a i t i è r e ,  en f iÿ^ tous ;
A u ta n t  l e s  s a g e s  que l e s  fous .
22.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. Cit .  , p.  179, C o n te s  , I, 1.
23.  L a  Sa le ,  A n to ine  de, L e s  Cent  N o u v e l l e s  n o u v e l l e s ,  pp.  90, 162, 174.
24. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. Cit .  , pp.  211, 291, C o n t e s , II, (xii),  V,  (v).
25.  I b i d . ,  p. 258, IV, (ii); Cf. a l s o  p. 110, F a b l e s , V, 20.
26. Ib id .  , p. 122, F a b l e s ,  VII, 10, 11.30 - 33.
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T h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of the  millTnaid w a s  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of
27P i c r o c h o l e ' s  a m b i t i o n s ,  f l a t t e r e d  b y  h i s  m i l i t a r y  a d v i s e r s .  O t h e r  i n ­
s t a n c e s  of R a b e l a i s '  in f luence  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  w r i t i n g  a r e  found  in 
L e s  F e m m e s  et  le  S e c r e t  and  L e s  M e m b r e s  et I ' E s t o m a c . ^^
F i n a l l y ,  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  v iv a c i ty  of s ty le ,  h i s  love  of n a t u r e ,  h i s  
v o lu p tu o u s  d i s p o s i t i o n  and  t a s t e s ,  a n d  h i s  r e a l i s t i c  v i e w  of l i fe  owe 
s o m e t h in g  to the  im p a c t  of R a b e l a i s i a n  in f luence  on h i s  l i t e r a r y  p e r ­
s o n a l i ty .
M o r e  s ig n i f ic a n t  s t i l l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in h e lp in g  to c ond i t ion  the  
p o e t ' s  m o r a l  p h i lo so p h y  in the  F a b le s ,  w a s  the  in f lu en c e  of M o n t a i g n e ' s  • 
E s s a i s . M o n ta ig n e  had  c o m m o n  l i t e r a r y  a n c e s t o r s  w i th  L a  F o n t a i n e  
i n  S e n e c a  a n d  P l u t a r c h .  A p a r t  f r o m  th i s  f ac t ,  the  R e n a i s s a n c e  m o r a l i s t  
p o s s e s s e d  a  n u m b e r  of k i n d r e d  q u a l i t i e s  of t a s t e  an d  t e m p e  r a m  Ait  w h ich  
cou ld  no t  f a i l  to d r a w  o u r  p o e t ' s  a t t e n t io n  to h i s  w o r k s .  B o th  a u t h o r s  
ado p t  a n  e p i c u r e a n  a p p r o a c h  to  l i fe ,  to p l e a s u r e  an d  to  r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f .  
T h e y  a b h o r  a l l  f o r m s  of d o g m a t i s m  and  ty r a n n y ,  w h i le  a d v o ca t in g  r a t i o ­
n a l  j u d g m e n t ,  m o d e r a t i o n  and  t o l e r a n c e .  S ince  peo p le  of i d e n t i c a l  t e m ­
p e r a m e n t  o r  taste. ,  t en d  to a t t r a c t  e ac h  o th e r ,  i t  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  
th a t  a s t r o n g  l i t e r a r y  a ff in i ty  shou ld  e x i s t  b e tw e e n  M o n ta ig n e  a n d  L a
F o n t a i n e .  One  i n s t a n c e  of t h i s  a ff in i ty  i s  the  f ab le  of L a  M o r t  e t  le 
30M o u r a n t . A l though  the i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  th is  f a b le  w a s  d r a w n  f r o m  
s e v e r a l  s o u r c e s ,  in c lud ing  AEsop an d  A b s t e m i u s ,  th e  p a t t e r n  of though t  
fo l lo w ed  b y  the  poet r e c a l l s  M o n ta i g n e ' s  e p i c u r e a n  a t t i t u d e  to the  p h e n o ­
m e n o n  of d e a th  an d  h i s  be l ie f  th a t  the  e s s e n c e  of a l l  p h i lo s o p h y  i s  to
31
l e a r n  to  m e e t  d e a th  without f l inch ing .  A n o th e r  s t r i k i n g  e x a m p l e  of 
k i n d r e d  th ink ing  is  t h e i r  v iew s  on f r i e n d s h i p .  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p o s t u l a t e
to  the  e f fec t  tha t
 ..........  un  a m i  v e r i t a b l e  e s t  une douce  chos^!^
II c h e r c h e  vos  b e s o in s  au  fond de v o t r e  o œ u r . . . .
h a s  a p a r a l l e l  in  M o n ta i g n e ' s v iew tha t
27. R a b e l a i s ,  F . ,  P a n t a g r u e l ,  I, chap t .  x x x i i i .
28.  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J .  d e . .  Op. C i t .  , p. 129, F a b l e s , VIII , 6; R a b e l a i s ,
P a n t a g r u e l ,  III, chap t .  xxx i i .
29.  F a b l e s ,  III, 2; P a n t a g r u e l ,  III, c h a p t . x x x v .
30. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J .  d e . .  Op. Cit .  , p. 126, F a b l e s , VIII ,^ I
31.  Montaigne. ,  M. de,  O E u v res  c o m p l è t e s ,  P a r i s ,  ( P l é i a d e ) ,  1962,
p p .  79 - 95.
32. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e .  Op. C i t . , p . 131, F a b l e s , VIII ,  11, 11.26-27 .
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N o s  â m e s  se  sont c o n s i d é r é e s  d 'u n e  s i
a r d e n t e  a f fec t ion ,  et  de p a r e i l l e  a f fe c t io n  d e s ­
c o u v e r t e  jusque^^  au  f in  fond  d e s  e n t r a i l l e s  l ' u n  
de l ' a u t r e ..........
M o r e  of M o n ta ig n e  ' s in f luence  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  th ink ing  w i l l  c o m e  to
l ig h t  d u r in g  the  d i s c u s s i o n  of the p o e t ' s  i d e a s  on h u m a n  n a t u r e ,  i t s
h o p e s  an d  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  F o r  the  m o m e n t ,  one canno t  bu t  a d m i t  th a t
th e  d e v e l o p m e n t  of ou r  p o e t ' s  l i t e r a r y  p e r s o n a l i t y  an d  in d e e d  th a t  of
m a n y  of h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  M o l i è r e  a n d  L a  B r u y è r e ,  fo r  e x a m p l e ,
ow ed  m u c h  to  i n s p i r a t i o n  d r a w n  f r o m  the  E s s a i s  of M o n ta ig n e .  A l b e r t
P e y r e  pu ts  i t  t h u s  :
S an s  l e s  E s s a i s ,  M o l i e r e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  e t  L a  B r u y e r e  
ne  s e r a i e n t  a u s s i  c o m p l è t e m e n t  ce  q u ' i l s  sont  : c e s  p u r s  
g e n ie s  du 17® s ie c le  ont p a r t i c i p e ,  c o m m e  M on ta ig n e ,  
a  l a  v a s t e  enquê te  s u r  l ' h o m m e  que l ' a u t e u r  d e s  E s s a i s ,  
so u s  p r e t e x t e  de se  p e in d r e ,  a v a i t  i n a u g u re  au  16® s i e c i e .  . .
L a  F o n ta in e ,  ce t  enfant c h é r i  de s  M u s e s ,  a  du se  p e n c h e r  
so u v en t  s u r  l e s  E s s a i s .  . . .  C o m m e  M onta igne ,  le  g r a n d  
f a b u l i s t e  ne  s ' i n t é r e s s e  a r i e n  t a n t  q u ' à  l u i - m ê m e .
C o n s i d e r e d  a s  a whole .  R e n a i s s a n c e  l i t e r a t u r e  p ro v id e d  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  w i th  a  r i c h  r e s e r v e  of c u l t u r e ,  an d  in d e ed  th e  fo u n d a t io n s  of th e  
v i v a c i t y  of s ty le  an d  in v o lv e m e n t  w i th  h u m a n  n a t u r e ,  w h ich  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  
s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  l i t e r a t u r e  w e r e  l a id  by  the R e n a i s s a n c e  w r i t e r s .
L a  l i t t é r a t u r e  du s i e c le  de L o u i s  XIV r e p o s e  s u r  la 
l i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e  du XVI^; . . . e l le  y a p r i s  n a i s s a n c e ,  
y a  g e r m e  et  en e s t  s o r t i e ;  c ' e s t  la  q u ' i l  fau t  s e  r e p o r t e r  
s i  l ' o n  veu t  a p p ro fo n d i r  s a  n a t u r e ,  s a i s i r  sa  con t inu i té  
e t  se  f a i r e  une idee  c o m p le t e  e t  n a t u r e l l e  de s e s  d é v e l o p ­
p e m e n t s .  P o u r  a p p r é c i e r ,  en  tou te  c o n n a i s s a n c e  de c a u s e .
L a  F o n ta in e  et  s e s  o u v r a g e s  on doi t  r e m o n t e r  a  M o n ta ig n e ,  
à  R a b e l a i s ,  à M a r o t ,  à R o n s a r d .  . . .  ^^
W hat  m a d e  the  R e n a i s s a n c e  poe ts  an d  h u m a n i s t s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w e l l - p l a c e d
to in f lu en ce  f u t u r e  F r e n c h  w r i t e r s  such  a s  L a  F o n t a i n e  h a s  b e e n  p o in te d
out in a  g e n e r a l  w ay  by J a m e s  H u t ton  :
33.  M o n ta ig n e ,  M. de, Op. Cit .  , p. 188
34. P e y r e ,  A . , D u  P r e s t i g e  de la P e n s é e ,  P a r i s  (Rene D e b r e s s e ) ,
1936, pp. 219-221 .
35. S a i n t e - B e u v e ,  L e s  G r a n d s  E c r i v a i n s  f r a n ç a i s  XVII® s i e c l e ,
1 . 1, P a r i s ,  ( G a m i e r ) ,  1927, pp.  156 - 157.
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T h e  i n t e r e s t  of the  R e n a i s s a n c e  s c h o l a r s  in  p o e t s  of 
a n t iq u i ty  m a d e  t h e m  w e l l - p l a c e d  to  in f lu en ce  th e  
c l a s s i c a l  p o e t s .  T he  l a t t e r ,  h av in g  s e i z e d  upon  the
a n c i e n t  id ea  of the  " v a t e s " an d  the  "d o c tu s  p o e t a " ,
r e m a i n e d  c lo se  to  the  w o r ld  of s c h o l a r s h i p  t h ro u g h o u t
t h e i r  l i v e s .  In the  h igh s e n s e  of the^y c a l l in g ,  th e y  
s e t  F r e n c h  p o e t r y  upon a  new p la n e .  °
C o m m e n t i n g  on L a  F o n ta in e  in p a r t i c u l a r ,  N a y r a c  d e f in e s  in p r e c i s e
t e r m s  w h a t  the  d e v e lo p m en t  of the  p o e t ' s  l i t e r a r y  s ty le  owes  to R e n a i s ­
s a n c e  l i t e r a t u r e  :
S ' i l  p r e n d  le fond, le  s q u e l e t t e  de s e s  idee  s g é n é r a l e s  
ch^ez l e s  a n c i e n s ,  i l  e m p r u n t e  a n o s  p o e te s  du XVI^ 
s i e c l e  l e u r  v e r v e  et  l e u r  se l;  i l  en e s t  i m b u  p r o f o n d é ­
m e n t ;  i l  e s t  m ê m e  l ' e c r i v a i n  qui s ' e n  e s t  le  m i e u x  n o u r r i  
et  a l l a i t e .  I l  l e u r  a e m p r u n t e  ce s ty le  a l e r t e ,  vif ,  
p é t i l l a n t  e t  g o u a i l l e u r .  S es  d e n o u e m e n t s  s i  p r o m p t s ,  si  
b r u s q u e s ,  a v e c  l e u r  s auve  l é g e n d a i r e ,  qui c a r a c t é r i s e n t  
s e s  o eu v re s ,  ne nous  r a p p e l l e n t - i l s  p a s  la  lan g u e  
s a u t i l l a n t e  et  s p i r i t u e l l e  d 'u n  M a r o t  ou d 'u n  R o n s a r d ?
If R e n a i s s a n c e  l i t e r a t u r e  w a s  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e  a r i c h  m i n e  of 
l i t e r a r y  and  c u l t u r a l  in fo r m a t io n ,  tha t  of the  s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w a s  
even  m o r e  so,  in view of i t s  g r e a t e r  d i v e r s i t y  and  w e a l th  of i d e a s .
The  l i t e r a t u r e  of the  s ev e n te en th  c e n t u r y  ex p o se d  the poe t  to the  d r a m a ­
t ic  w o r k s  of C o r n e i l l e ,  R o t ro u ,  S c a r r o n ,  Du R y e r ,  M o l i e r e  a n d  R a c i n e .  
H e  cou ld  r e a d  th e  w o r k s  of t h e s e  p l a y w r ig h t s  a s  w e l l  a s  p e r s o n a l l y  
w a tc h  the  a c t u a l  p e r f o r m a n c e  of t h e i r  p l a y s  on t h e  s t a g e .  In a l e t t e r  
he  w r o t e  to  h i s  f r i e n d ,  M a u c ro ix ,  he  d e s c r i b e s  the  s p e c t a c u l a r  s u c c e s s  
of one of M o l i e r e ' s c o m e d i e s ,  L e s  F â c h e u x , p e r f o r m e d  a t  the  C o u r t  of 
V a u x  :
C ' e s t  un o u v ra g e  de M o l i e r e  :
C et  é c r i v a i n  p a r  sa  m a n i è r e  
C h a r m e  a  p r e s e n t  toute  l a  C o u r ,
De la  f a ç o n  que son n o m  c o u r t .
I l  do i t  ê t r e  p a r  de là  R o m e  : 38
J ' e n  su i s  r a v i ,  c a r  c ' e s t  m o n  h o m m e .
T h e  d i v e r s i t y  of s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  l i t e r a t u r e  m a d e  i t  p o s s i b l e  f o r  L a
F o n t a i n e  to c o m e  into con tac t  w i th  v a r i o u s  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s  r a n g in g  f r o m
d i f f e r e n t  f o r m s  of s a t i r i c a l  p o e t r y  to p a s t o r a l  an d  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  n o v e l s .
36.  H u t ton ,  J . ,  "T he  C l a s s i c s  in s i x t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  F r a n c e " ,  A r t i c l e
p u b l i s h e d  in the C l a s s i c a l  Weekly ,  vol.  43,  No .  9, P a r i s  
( J a n u a r y  30, 1950),  pp.  131-138 .
37. N a y r a c ,  J - P ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 77
38. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t .  , pp.  22 -2 4  : 'A M. de M a u c r o i x " .
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Such w o r k s  a s  the  S a t i r e s  of M a t h u r i n  R e g n i e r  p o p u l a r i z e d  s a t i r i c a l
l i t e r a t u r e .  T h i s  w o r k  w as  w i th in  r e a c h  of o u r  poe t ,  judg ing  f r o m  the
fa c t  t h a t  i t  w a s  f r e q u e n t ly  r e p r i n t e d  b e tw e e n  1640 and  1660. In f a c t ,
he  c o n c lu d e s  one of h i s  f a b le s  w i th  a q u o ta t io n  f r o m  the  S a t i r e s  :
   • C o r s a i r e s  à c o r s a i r e s ,  _
L 'u n  l ' a u t r e  s ' a t t a q u a n t  ne font p a s  l e u r s  a f f a i r e s .
T h i s  q u o ta t io n  w a s  a d ap te d  f r o m  R e g n i e r ' s F r e n c h  r e n d e r i n g  of a  S p an ish
p r o v e r b  u s e d  in one of h i s  s a t i r e s .  T h e  fab le .  L a  F o r t u n e  e t  le
jeu n e  en fan t  (V, 11) i s  aesopic  in  i t s  t h e m e ,  but the  p a t t e r n  of th ough t  
fo l lo w ed  by  L a  F o n ta in e  r e s e m b l e s  the  one d ev e lo p e d  b y  R e g n i e r  in  h i s  
f o u r t e e n t h  s a t i r e .  It is  a l s o  to be n o te d  th a t  R e g n i e r ' s l i t e r a r y  s ty le ,  
shown in  h i s  e f fe c t iv e  use  of h u m o r o u s  s a r c a s m s ,  f a s t - m o v i n g  d ia lo g u e  
an d  p o p u la r  a d a g e s  is  adop ted  by  L a  F o n t a i n e .
*
H o n o r e  d ' U r f e ' s  nove l ,  L ' A s t r e e  , w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  c h e r i s h e d  by 
the  poe t .  We h a v e  a l r e a d y  m e n t i o n e d  how he  sp en t  m o s t  o f  h i s  t i m e  a t  
the  O r a t o r y  r e a d i n g  th i s  book. He t r e a s u r e d  i t  m o r e  th a n  an y  o t h e r  
c o n t e m p o r a r y  n o v e l  p ro b a b ly  b e c a u s e  of i t s  r u r a l  s e t t in g  and  poe t ic  
i m a g e s .
A p r e s  M a r o t  et  R a b e la i s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  n ' e s t i m a i t  r i e n  
t a n t  que I ' A s t r e e  de M. d 'U r f e .  C ' e s t  d 'o u  i l  t i r a i t
c e s  i m a g e s  c h a m p ê t r e s ,  qui lui  son t  f a m i l i è r e s ,  et
qui font to u jo u r s  un _ si b e l  e ffe t  d a n s  la  p o é s i e .
L a  F o n t a i n e  r e c a l l s  m e m o r i e s  of th i s  n o v e l  in  a b a l l e t  he  c o m p o s e d  in
1678,^^  a n d  the  l i b r e t t o  of h i s  l y r i c  t r a g e d y ,  A s t r e e , w a s  a l s o  i m i t a t e d
43f r o m  i t .  In a  b a l l a d e  p u b l i sh ed  t o g e t h e r  wi th  the  C o n te s  e t  n o u v e l l e s
en  v e r s  in 1665, the  poet l i s t s  out h i s  f a v o u r i t e  n o v e l s  an d  e x p la i n s  w hy
he  w a s  i n t e r e s t e d  in th e m  :
 Non que M o n s ie u r  d 'U r f e  n ' a i t  f a i t  une oeuvre  exqu ise :
E t a n t  p e t i t  g a rç o n ,  je  l i s a i s  son  r o m a n ,
E t  je  le l i s  e n c o r e ,  ayan t  la  b a r b e  g r i s e .
J ' a i  lu  m a î t r e  Lou is  m i l l e  fo is  en  m a  v i e . . .
C l i tophon  a le  pas  p a r  d r o i t  d ' a n t iq u i t é ;
H é l i o d o r e  peut p a r  son p r i x  le  p r é t e n d r e .
39.  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J .  de^ Op. C i t .  , p. 100. F a b l e s , IV, 12, 11 .73-74
40. R é g n i e r ,  M. , S a t i r e s ,  P a r i s ,  1658, XII.
41.  P e l l i s s o n  et  d 'O l iv e t ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 306.
42. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J .  de .  Op. Ci t .  p . 486, "A M. R a y m o n d  d e s  C o u r s " .
43.  I b i d . ,  pp. 343 -353 .
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L e  r o m a n  .d 'A r i a n e  e s t  t r è s  b i e n  inven te ;
J ' a i  lu v in g t  et  v ing t  fo is  c e lu i  du P o l e x a n d r e ;
E n  f a i t  d ' e v e  n e m e n t s ,  C l e o p â t r e  e t  C a s  s a n d r e  
E n t r e  l e s  b e au x  p r e m i e r s  d o iven t  ê t r e  r a n g e s .
C h a c u n  p r i s e  C y r u s  et  la  c a r t e  du T e n d r e ,
E t  le f r e r e  e t  la  soeur ont l e s  coeu rs  p a r t a g e s .
M ê m e  dans,  l e s  p lus  v ieux  je  t i e n s  q u 'on  peu t  a p p r e n d r e  :
P e r c e v a l  le G a l lo i s  v ien t  e n c o r e  a son to u r ;
C e r v a n t e s  m e  r a v i t ;  e t ,  p o u r  tou t  y c o m p r e n d r e .
J e  m e  p la i s  aux l i v r e s  d ' a m o u r .  44
T h e  n o v e l s  l i s t e d  h e r e  inc lude ,  b e s i d e s  d ' U r f e ' s  book,  L u dov ico  A r i o s t o ' s  
R o la n d  f u r i e u x ;  two G r e e k  n o v e ls  ; L e s  A v e n t u r e s  de L e u c ip p e  e t  de
C l i tophon  by  A c h i l l e s  T a t io s  ( t r a n s l a t e d  in to  F r e n c h  by J e a n  B a u d o in  
1635) a n d  L e s  E t h io p iq u e s  ou H i s t o i r e  de Théagène  e t  C h a r i c l é e  b y  
H e l i o d o r u s  ( t r a n s l a t e d  by A m y o t ,  1547); th e n  D e s m a r e t s ' A r i a n e  (1632),  
G o m b e r v i l l e ' s  P o l e x a n d r e  (1637); two n o v e l s  by L a  C a l p r e n e d e  :
C a s s a n d r e  (1 642-1645) an d  C l e o p â t r e  (1646-1657) ;  two n o v e ls  by^ M a d e l e i n e  
de S c u d e r y  : A r t a m e n e  ou le G r a n d  C y r u s  (1649-1660)  and  L a  C le l i e  
(1654-1660) .  B oth  books  w e r e  p u b l i s h e d  u n d e r  the  n a m e  of h e r  b r o t h e r ,  
G e o r g e s .  In th e  c a s e  of th e se  w o r k s .  L a  F o n t a i n e  w a s  l i t t l e  c o n c e r n e d  
abo u t  t h e i r  m o r a l  o r  r e l i g io u s  im p l i c a t i o n s .  A l l  he  w a s  looking  f o r  w a s  
a s e r i e s  of p lo t s  o r  ou t l ines  upon w h ich  to c o n s t r u c t  h i s  own t a l e s  a c c o r ­
ding  to  h i s  f a n c y .  In the p r o c e s s  he  l e a r n t  to a p p r e c i a t e  the  q u a l i t i e s  
of a good an d  w e l l - t o l d  s t o r y  a s  w e l l  a s  e n l a r g e d  h i s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  h o r i z o n .
If L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  i n t e r e s t  in n o v e l s  owed s o m e t h in g  to the  in f lu e n c e  
of H o n o r e  d ' U r f e ' s  w o rk ,  the  d e v e lo p m e n t  of h i s  e l e g i a c  s ty le  w a s  a id e d  
by  h i s  r e a d i n g  of V o i tu r e .  He n e e d e d  to c u l t iv a te  the  l i t e r a r y  d e v i c e s  
of th i s  poe t  in  o r d e r  to be an  e f fec t ive  v / r i t e r  and  s t o r y - t e l l e r .  T h e  i n ­
f lu en ce  of V o i tu re  n e v e r  e n t i r e l y  d i s a p p e a r e d  f r o m  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p o e t r y .
45
In C ly m e n e  he  a f fe c t io n a te ly  a d d r e s s e s  h i s  m e n t o r  a s  " M a î t r e  V in c e n t "
a n d  pays  h i m  a w a r m  t r i b u t e  a s  a m a s t e r  of " b a g a t e l l e "  :
...............C ep e n d a n t  c h a n te z - n o u s .
Non  p a s  du s é r i e u x ,  du t e n d r e ,  n i  du doux.
M a i s  de ce q u 'e n  f r a n ç a i s  on n o m m e  b a g a t e l l e ,  ,
Un j e u  dont je  v o u d r a i s  V o i t u r e  p o u r  m o d è l e  :
Il e x c e l l e  en  ce t  a r t .  M a î t r e  C l é m e n t  e t  lu i
S 'y  p r e n a i e n t  beau co u p  m i e u x  que n o s  gens  d ' a u j o u r d ' h u i .
44 .  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J .  de ,  Op. Ci t .  pp. 191, C o n te s  , I, x i i i ,  " B a l l a d e "
45. I b i d . ,  p . 253, C ly m e n e  , 1. 370.
46 .  I b i d . , p.  254 ,  11. 4 9 5 - 5 0 0 .
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Indeed ,  t r a c e s  of V o i t u r e ' s  love p o e m s  a r e  d i s c e r n i b l e  in L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
p o u r  C l y m e n e . F o r  e x a m p l e ,  the  n a m e ,  P h i l i s ,  w h ich  o u r
poet g iv e s  to th e  p r e t t y  s h e p h e r d e s s  in h i s  f i r s t  e leg y ^ ^  w as  f i r s t  u s e d
by V o i t u r e  f o r  the  h e r o in e  of h i s  e leg y  e n t i t l e d  B e l l e  P h i l i s ,  a d o r a b l e
48 ------------------------------------- --
.• T h e  l i t an y  of p a s s i o n s  e n u m e r a t e d  by V o i t u r e  in  t h i s
e leg y  is  p a i t i c u l a r l y  s t r ik in g  fo r  the  l igh t  i t  t h r o w s  in to  the  p s y c h o lo g y
of peop le  invo lved  in a m o r o u s  a d v e n t u r e s  :
L o r s  tou t  a coup je  r e v i s  en m o y - m e s m e .
Le  R e p e n t i r  et  la  P e u r  au  t e in t  b l e s m e .
L e s  p r o m p t s  Souha i t s ,  l e s  v io le n s  D é s i r s ,
L a  f a u s s e  Joye ,  et  l e s  v a in s  D e s p l a i s i r s ,
L e s  t r i s t e s  Soins ,  e t  l e s  In q u ie tu d e s ,
L e s  lo n g s  R e g r e t s ,  a m i s  d e s  S o l i tu d es ,
L e s  doux E s p o i r s ,  l e s  b i z a r r e s  P e n s e r  s 
L e s  c o u r t s  De sp i t s ,  et  l e s  S o u p i r s  l é g e r s ,
L e s  D e s e s p o i r s ,  l e s  v a in e s  D e f ia n c e s ,
E t  l e s  L a n g u e u r s ,  e t  l e s  I m p a t i e n c e s ,  *
E t  to u s  l e s  b ie n s ,  et  l e s  m a u x  que l 'A m o u r  
T i e n t  d ' o r d i n a i r e  a t t a c h e s  à sa  C o u r .  49
T h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  of love i m p u l s e s  w i th  m e n t a l  d i s t u r b a n c e  i s  i m i t a t e d  by
L a  F o n t a i n e  in the  concluding  l in e s  of h i s  s eco n d  e le g y  an d  th e  s a m e
p a t t e r n  of e n u m e r a t i o n  of the f e e l i n g s  th a t  go with  love  is  m a i n t a i n e d :
De m a  p a r t  l e s  r e s p e c t s  et  l e s  s o u m i s s i o n s .
L e s  s o in s ,  t o u jo u r s  en fan ts  des  f o r t e s  p a s s i o n s ,
L e s  c r a i n t e s ,  le s  so u c is ,  l e s  f r é q u e n t e s  a l a r m e s ,
L ' o r d i n a i r e  t r i b u t  des  s o u p i r s  et des  l a r m e s .
E t ,  s i  vous  le vou lez ,  m e s  l a n g u e u r s ,  m o n  t r é p a s ,
C ly m e n e ,  tous  c e s  b ie n s  ne vous  m a n q u e r o n t  p a s .  50
T h e  c lo se  r e s e m b l a n c e  in the  p a t t e r n  of thought  a n d  s ty le  of e x p r e s s i o n
b e tw e e n  t h e s e  two p a s s a g e s  s u g g e s t s  ou r  p o e t ' s  c o n s c i e n t io u s  a d a p t a t i o n  
of V o i t u r e  a n d  one cannot avoid  the  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  V o i t u r e  c o n s i d e r a b l y  
in f lu e n c e d  the  f o r m a t i o n  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  e l e g i a c  s ty l e .  V o i t u r e  r e v i v e d  
such  g e n r e s  a s  the  b a l lad e  and  the  r o n d e a u  a s  w e l l  a s  c o m p o s e d  s e v e r a l  
e p i s t l e s  fu l l  of f l a t t e r y ,  a r c h a i s m s  and  f l o w e r y  e x p r e s s i o n s  f o r  the  p l e a ­
s u r e  of h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  a u d ien ce  an d  b e n e f a c t o r s .  I t  w i l l  a l s o  be r e ­
c a l l e d  th a t  it  w a s  he who r e s u s c i t a t e d  M a r o t  in the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n t u r y .  
T h i s  e x p la i n s  why La  F o n ta in e  often  a s s o c i a t e s  th e  two n a m e s  of " M a î t r e  
C l e m e n t "  an d  " M a î t r e  V in c e n t" .  In the  p r e f a c e  to  P a r t  Two of the
47. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J .  de. O p . C i t . ,  p p . 478-479  : E l é g i e  p r e m i e r e ,  11.37-38*
48. V o i t u r e ,  V . ,  L e s  O E uvres  de M. de V o i t u r e ,  A m s t e r d a m ,  (D an ie l
E l z e v i r ) ,  1679, t . I I ,  p. 12
49. Ibid.  , p . 12, 11. 185 - 196.
50. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. Cit .  , pp.  4 7 9 -480  : " E lé g i e  d e u x i è m e " ,  11. 55 -60 .
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C onte  s he  d e fen d s  h i s  i m i t a t i o n  of M a r  o f  s f a m i l i a r ,  d i s c u r s i v e  s ty le
by c i t ing  the  e x a m p le  of V o i tu r e  :
F e u  M. de V o i tu r e  en e s t  le g a r a n t  : il  ne  f a u t  que 
l i r e  c eux  de s e s  o u v ra g e s  ou i l  f a i t  r e v i v r e  le 
c a r a c t è r e  de M a r o t .
A i l  t h e s e  go to r e v e a l  o u r  p o e t ' s  f a m i l i a r i t y  w i th  the  w o r k s  of V o i t u r e .  
T h e  m o s t  obvious  t r a c e s  of the  l a t t e r ' s in f luence  on h i s  p o e t ic  s ty le  i n ­
c lude  the  u s e  of l i c e n t io u s  in n u e n d o es ,  c o m b in a t io n  of f l a t t e r y  w i th  i m ­
p e r t i n e n c e  w h en  the  o c c a s io n  d e m a n d s ,  a n  a i r  of s o p h i s t i c a t i o n  a n d  s p o n ­
ta n e i ty ,  a r c h a i c  f l a v o u r  and  sub t le  tw i s t  of poe t ic  r h y t h m .  M a n y  of 
t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  wh ich  d i s t i n g u i s h  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  b e s t  p o e t r y  m a y  h a v e  
b e e n  d e r i v e d  f r o m  o th e r  s o u r c e s ,  a s  we s h a l l  s ee  w hen  we c o m e  to  d i s ­
c u s s  h i s  s e a r c h  fo r  l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s  in a n c i e n t  G r e e k  a n d  L a t i n  l i t e r a ­
t u r e s .  B u t  the  f ac t  r e m a i n s  th a t  V o i t u r e ' s  w o r k s  w e r e  a m o n g  J i i s  p r i n ­
c ip a l  s o u r c e s  of poe t ic  i n s p i r a t i o n .
It m u s t  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f i r s t  a w ak e n in g  to  th e  
m u s i c  of p o e t r y  c a m e  not f r o m  V o i t u r e  but  f r o m  M a l h e r b e .  T h e  d i s ­
c u s s i o n  of the  l a t t e r ' s in f luence  on o u r  poe t  h a s  b e e n  d e l i b e r a t e l y  l e f t  
out u n t i l  t h i s  s tage  fo r  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  r e a s o n s .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e g a r d e d  
M a l h e r b e  v e r y  h igh ly  and  l i s t s  h i m  a m o n g  the  n ine  m o s t  h i g h l y - r a t e d  
p o e t s  of the  w o r l d  :
 e t  l e s  p o e te s  sont  H o m e r e ,  A n a c r e o n ,  P i n d a r e ,  52
V i r g i l e ,  H o r a c e ,  Ovide,  I 'A r i o s t e ,  le T a s s e ,  e t  M a l h e r b e .
M a l h e r b e ' s  p o s i t io n  a s  a r e f o r m e r  and  l i t e r a r y  m o d e l  w a s  u n a s s a i l a b l e  
to m a n y  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  w r i t e r s .  T h i s  v iew  i s  c o n f i r m e d  b y  the  
r e c o r d s  of no l e s s  a p e r s o n  than  the  g i f ted  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c ,  J e a n  C h a p e ­
la in .  C o m m e n t i n g  on the p o e t ' s  c o n t r ib u t io n  to th e  r e f o r m i n g  of F r e n c h  
p o e t r y .  C h a p e la in  d e c l a r e s  :
Ce  q u ' i l  a d ' e x c e l l e n t  et  d ' i n c o m p a r a b l e ,  c ' e s t  l ' e l o c u t i o n
e t le t o u r  du v e r s  et q u e lq u es  e l e v a t io n s  n e t t e s  e t  p o m p e u s e s ^ ^
d a n s  le  d é t a i l  qu 'on  p o u r r a  b ie n  i m i t e r ,  m a i s  j a m a i s  é g a l e r .
In the  Ode au  r o i , w r i t t e n  on b e h a l f  of F o u q u e t  two y e a r s  a f t e r  
the  l a t t e r ' s f a l l .  L a  F o n ta in e  a p p e a r s  to  hav e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  a n d  c o n s c i o u s ­
ly  i m i t a t e d  M a l h e r b e .
51. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 192-193 ,  C o n t e s , II, ( P r é f a c e ) .
52. I b i d . ,  p. 338, Daphne
53. C h a p e la in ,  J ,  , L e t t r e s ,  ( e d i t . T a m i z e y  de L a r r o q u e ) ,  P a r i s ,
1880-83 ,  t . I ,  p. 637.
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J  a i  donc  c o m p o se  c e t t e  ode a la  c o n s i d é r a t i o n  du 
P a r n a s s e . . . .  O r  ce sont  l e s  t r a i t s  de p o é s ie  qui 
font v a l o i r  l e s  o u v r a g e s  de c e t t e  n a t u r e .  M a l h e r b e  
en e s t  p le in ,  m ê m e  aux  e n d r o i t s  ou i l  p a r l e  au  r o i .  ^
T h e  f a c t  of h i s  c o n sc io u s  i m i t a t i o n  of M a l h e r b e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  d u r in g  h i s
e a r l y ,  f o r m a t i v e  y e a r s ,  is  f u r t h e r  b o r n e  out by a wide  s e l e c t i o n  of
M a l h e r b e ' s  v e r s e s  wh ich  he t r i e d  to  r e n d e r  in h i s  own way. A few of
t h e s e  e x a m p l e s  w i l l  s e r v e  to i l l u s t r a t e  h i s  te ch n iq u e  of i m i t a t i o n  :
A
S o u f f re  a ta  j u s t e  do u leu r
Q u ' e n  l e u r s  r i v e s  e lle  i m p r i m e  (M a lh e r b e ,  p. 34, v.  182)
E t  que ta  j u s t e  d ou leu r
D e s s u s  l e u r s  r i v e s  i m p r i m e  (La F o n ta in e )
. . _B
Si q u e lq u e fo i s  un v r a y  d i s c o u r s
V o u s  r é c i t e  l e s  a v e n t u r e s .  . . . (M a lh e r b e ,  p. 18, v .  2) .
Si  j a m a i s  p a r  un v r a y  d i s c o u r s
V ous  a p p r e n e z  le s  a v e n t u r e s .  . . (La  F o n ta in e )
s .E t  qui peu t  n i e r  q u ' a p r è s  Dieu,
Sa g l o i r e ,  qui n ' a  point  d ' e x e m p l e s .
N ' a i t  m é r i t é  que dans  nos  t e m p l e s
On lu y donne le s econd  l i e u ?  (M a lh e rb e ,  p . 19, v. 27)
E t  q u e l s  c o u r a g e s  env ieux  
A son  m é r i t é  s an s  e x e m p l e s
R e f u s e r o i e n t  l ' h o n n e u r  d e s  t e m p l e s  55
Si n o u s  e s t i o n s  au  t e m p s  des  D ie u x ?  (La F o n ta in e )
A l th o u g h  t h e s e  p i e c e s ,  t ak en  a t  r a n d o m  f r o m  a v e r y  wide  s e l e c t io n ,  r e ­
p r e s e n t  the  ju v e n i l e  e f fo r t s  of a  f ledg l ing  poet ,  th e y  r e v e a l  th e  m e t i c u ­
lo u s  c a r e  w i th  wh ich  L a  F o n ta in e  d r i l l e d  h i m s e l f  in h i s  a r t  d u r in g  the  
long  y e a r s  of l i t e r a r y  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p .  He  s tu d ie d  h i s  m o d e l s  to p e n e ­
t r a t e  the  s e c r e t s  of t h e i r  te chn ique  an d  to r i v a l  o r  e v e n  s u r p a s s  t h e m .
F u r t h e r  t r a c e s  of M a l h e r b e ' s  in f luence  can  be s e e n  in L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  m a t u r e  c o m p o s i t i o n s .  H i s  r e f l e c t i o n s  on the  i n e x o r a b l e  m a r c h  
of d ea th ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,
54. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 25.
55. P a g e  r e f e r e n c e s  a r e  to the  G a m i e r  ed i t ion  of O E u v re s  c o m p l e t e s
de M a l h e r b e , P a r i s ,  1926. L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  e a r l y  i m i t a t i o n s  of 
M a l h e r b e ' s  v e r s e  a r e  co n ta in ed  a t  the  end of the  R e c u e i l  d e s  
p o e s i e s  c h r é t i e n n e s  et  d i v e r s e s . P a r i s ,  (Le P e t i t ) ,  1671, t . I I .
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A l l é g u e z  la  b e au te ,  la  v e r tu ,  la j e u n e  s 
L a  m o r t  r a v i t  tou t s a n s  p u d e u r .
a r e  r e m i n i s c e n t  of c e r t a i n  though ts  of M a l h e r b e  in C o n s o la t i o n  a  du
P e r i e r  :
I
E t  la  g a r d e  qui v e i l l e  aux  b a r  r i e  r ^ ^  du L o u v r e  
N ' e n  defend  point nos  r o i s .
In L e  M e u n i e r ,  son  f i l s  et  l ' â n e  , he  r e f e r s  to M a l h e r b e  an d  R a c a n  a s
th e  " H o r a c e s "  of F r e n c h  p o e t r y  :
. . . .A u t r e f o i s  a  R a c a n  M a lh e r b e  I ' a  con té  :
C e s  deux  r i v a u x  d 'H o r a c e ,  h é r i t i e r s  de sa  l y r e ,
D i s c i p l e s  d 'A po l lon ,  nos  m a î t r e s ,  po u r  m i e u x  d i r e . . .
A n d  in C ly m e n e  , he  pays  h im  and  V o i t u r e  a h a n d s o m e  t r i b u t e  a s  the
tw in  f a t h e r s  of c l a s s i c a l  F r e n c h  p o e t r y  :
 ...............E s s a y e z
Un de c e s  deux c h e m in s  q u ' a u x  a u t e u r s  ont f r a y e s  
Deux  é c r i v a i n s  f a m e u x  ; je  v eux  d i r e  M a l h e r b e ,
Qui  l o u a i t  s e s  h é r o s  en un s ty le  s u p e r b e .
E t  pu is  m a î t r e  V incen t ,  qui m ê m e  a u r a i t  loue  
P r o s e r p i n e  et  P lu to n  en un s ty le  en joue .
F i n a l l y  in  a l e t t e r  to S a i n t - E v r e m o n d ,  d a te d  18th D e c e m b e r ,  1687, L a
F o n t a i n e  a c k n o w le d g e s  h i s  in d e b te d n e s s  to  the t h r e e  in f lu en t ia l  p o e t s  of
F r e n c h  l i t e r a t u r e  :
J ' à i  p r o f i t e  dans  V o i tu re ;
E t  M a r o t  p a r  sa  l e c t u r e
M 'a  f o r t  a id e ,  j ' e n  con v ien s .  . .
T h e n  he  a d d s  in p r o s e  :
J ' o u b l i a i s  m a î t r e  F r a n ç o i s ,  dont je  m e  d is  e n c o r e  le 
d i s c i p l e ,  a u s s i  b/jg-n que ce lu i  de m a î t r e  V in c e n t ,  et  
c e lu i  de m a î t r e  C lé m e n t .  V o i la  b i e n  d e s  m a î t r e s  p o u r  
un e c o l i e r  de m o n  âge .
H e r e  th en  a r e  r e v e a l e d ,  the  t h r e e  g r e a t  F r e n c h  m a s t e r s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
p o e t ic  a r t .  T h e i r  in f luence  on h i s  l i t e r a r y  f o r m a t i o n  can  be m e a s u r e d  
by  h i s  f r equen t  r e f e r e n c e s  to t h e i r  w o r k s  and  the  d e g r e e  of t e n d e r  a f f e c ­
t io n  he  s e e m s  to  h a r b o u r  fo r  t h e i r  p e r s o n s .  What h e  a p p e a r s  to  have  
r e t a i n e d  f r o m  M a l h e r b e  in p a r t i c u l a r  i s  p u r i t y  a n d  e l e g a n c e  of s ty le ,  
c o n c i s e n e s s  an d  p r e c i s i o n  in the  use  of w o r d s ,  e f fe c t iv e  m a n i p u l a t i o n  of 
r h y m e  and  r h y t h m  which  p r o d u c e s  the  de l igh t fu l  m u s i c  of h i s  p o e t r y .______
56. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 127, F a b l e s , VIII, 1, 11 .14-15 .
57. M a l h e r b e ,  F ,  O E u v res ,  (édit .  A n to ine  A d a m ) ,  P a r i s ,  1 971, p .  43,  11.79-80 .
58. La  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t .  , p. 89, F a b l e s  , III, 1, 11 .8-10 .
59. I b i d . ,  p. 253, C ly m e n e  , 11. 366-371 .
60. I b i d . ,  p. 49 : "A M. de S a i n t - E v r e m o n d " .
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2. T h e  I m p a c t  of A n c ien t  G r e e k  an d  L a t in  L i t e r a t u r e s .
D e s p i t e  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  i n t e r e s t  in M a l h e r b e ,  he  could  no t  r e s t r i c t  
h i m s e l f  to the  im i t a t i o n  of the g r e a t  r e f o r m e r , f o r  he  soon t u r n e d  h i s  
a t t e n t io n  to  a n c i e n t  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h i s  sw i tch  of i n t e r e s t  is  h a r d l y  s u r ­
p r i s i n g ,  in v iew  of our  p o e t ' s  t e n d e n c y  t o w a r d s  e c l e c t i c i s m .  A d d e d  to 
th i s  t e n d e n c y  w a s  the  n e ed  to c u l t iv a te  m o r e  of w ha t  C h a m f o r t  h a s  d e s ­
c r i b e d  a s  "une  na' ivete fine et p iq u a n te "  w h ich  w a s  b e t t e r  s u i t e d  to the  
p o e t ' s  t e m p e r a m e n t  than  the e l e v a t e d  a n d  r a t h e r  e m p h a t i c  s ty le  of M a l ­
h e r b e .
D a n s  son  a d m i r a t i o n  pour  M a lh e r b e ,  a u q u e l  i l  doit ,  s i  
je  pu is  p a r l e r  a in s i ,  sa  n a i s s a n c e  p oé t ique ,  i l  le p r i t  
d ' a b o r d  p o u r  son m o d è le ;  m a i s ,  b ie n tô t  r e v e n u  au  ton 
qui lu i  a p p a r t e n a i t ,  i l  s ' a p e r ç u t  q u 'une  n a iv e t e  f ^ e  e t  * 
p iquan te  é t a i t  le v r a i  c a r a c t è r e  de son  e s p r i t .
One of the  f r e q u e n t l y  quoted  in d ic a t io n s  of the  p o e t ' s  i n v o lv e m e n t  w i th  
a n c i e n t  l i t e r a t u r e  is  the  ev idence  of C h a r l e s  d 'O l iv e t  who c l a i m s  to  
have  s e e n  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  jo t t ings  on s o m e  a n c i e n t  G r e e k  a u t h o r s  i n c l u ­
ding P l a t o  an d  P l u t a r c h .  •
 i l  f a i s a i t  s e s  d e l i c e s  de P l a t o n  e t  de P l u t a r q u e .
J ' a i  t e n u  l e s  e x e m p l a i r e s  q u ' i l  en ava i t ;  i l s  son t  n o te s  
de sa  m a i n  a chaque page ; e t  j ' a i  p r i s  g a r d e  que la  
p l u p a r t  de  s e s  no te s  é t a i e n t  des  m a x i m e s  d ^  m o r a l e  ou • 
de po l i t iq u e  q u ' i l  a s e m e s  dans  s e s  f a b l e s .
A s  th e  poe t  kn ew  l i t t l e  G r e e k  and  could  not have  r e a d  the o r i g i n a l  t e x t s
in  th e  s a m e  w ay  th a t  M a u c r o ix  o r  R a c in e  cou ld  do,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  su ch
jo t t i n g s  a r e  no  s u r e  gu ides  to w ha t  he  a c t u a l l y  r e a d  in G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  th e y  w e r e  m a in ly  p o p u la r  a d a g e s  a n d  m o r a l  m a x i m s
w h ich  cou ld  be  l i f ted  f r o m  s e v e r a l  o th e r  s o u r c e s .
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  is  no doubt tha t  L a  F o n t a i n e  w a s  f a m i l i a r  
w i th  G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e .  W he the r  o r  no t  he r e a d  th e  o r i g i n a l  t e x t s  of 
P l a t o  a n d  P l u t a r c h  b e f o r e  m a k in g  h i s  jo t t in g s  i s  i r r e l e v a n t .  T h e  i m ­
p o r t a n t  th ing  is  the  u se  he m a d e  of such  m a x i m s  to  i n c r e a s e  h i s  k n o w ­
le d g e ,  i m p r o v e  h i s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s k i l l  an d  s t r e n g t h e n  the  e x p r e s s i v e  
f o r c e  of h i s  p o e t r y .  He m a y  have  r e l i e d  m u c h  on L a t in  o r  F r e n c h  
t r a n s l a t i o n s  but  he  c e r t a i n l y  r e a d  enough to s e r v e  h i s  n e e d s  a s  c a n  be
61. C h a m f o r t ,  N . ,  Op. Cit .  , t . I ,  p. 245.
62. P e l l i s s o n  et  d 'O l iv e t ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 306.
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i n f e r r e d  f r o m  h i s  f r e q u e n t  a l l u s io n s  to in c id e n t s  a n d  c h a r a c t e r s  in
a n c i e n t  G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e .  T he  f r a m e w o r k  of m o s t  of h i s  f a b l e s  w a s ,
a s  we s h a l l  s ee  l a t e r ,  b o r r o w e d  f r o m  the a p o lo g u e s  a t t r i b u t e d  to th e
l e g e n d a r y  G r e e k  fa b u l i s t ,  AEsop. In f a c t  abou t  166 out of h i s  240 .
f a b l e s  w e r e  f r o m  th i s  s o u r c e  of i n s p i r a t i o n .  ^ T h e  po e t  no t  on ly  r e -
64f e r s  to  Æ s c h y l u s  in one of h i s  f a b le s ,  " but pays  t r i b u t e  to P i n d a r  a s
65one of the  o u t s t a n d in g  poe ts  of a l l  t i m e .  What a t t r a c t e d  h i m  m o s t  
to G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e  w a s  the  h u m a n i s t  e l e m e n t  in G r e e k  c u l t u r e  an d  
c iv i l i z a t i o n  w h ic h  he  w i s h e d  to im b ib e  f r o m  the  w o r k s  of T h e o c r i t u s ,  
P l u t a r c h ,  H o m e r  an d  P l a t o .
T h e r e  is  a r e m a r k a b l e  p a r a l l e l  b e tw ee n  T h e o c r i t u s '  t w e n t y - t h i r d
id y l l  an d  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  D aphn is  et A l c i m a d u r e . T h e  G r e e k  m o d e l
n a r r a t e s  how a young m a i d e n ' s  f a i l u r e  to  r e s p o n d  to h e r  s u i t o r j s
a m o r o u s  a d v a n c e s  d r i v e s  the  s u i to r  to f r u s t r a t i o n ,  d e s p a i r  and  s u i c i d e ,
w hi le  the  s c o r n e r  h e r s e l f  m e e t s  h e r  d e a th  in u n u s u a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s
s h o r t l y  a f t e r .  T he  ep iso d e  c o n c lu d e s  w i th  an  e x h o r t a t i o n  to  young l o v e r s
to be t e n d e r  and  a f fe c t io n a te  b e c a u s e  love w i l l  n e v e r  f a i l  to  pu n ish  th o s e
who s c o r n f u l l y  r e j e c t  genuine a d m i r e r s .
R e j o i c e ,  O l o v e r s ,  s ince  the  s c o r n e r  fe ll ;  66
And,  m a i d s ,  be  kind,  fo r  Love  d e a l s  j u s t i c e  w e l l .
L a  F o n ta in e ,  w ish in g  to i m p r e s s  upon the  young w idow ed  d a u g h t e r  of
h i s  b e lo v e d  p r o t e c t r e s s  the  n e e d  fo r  t e n d e r n e s s  t o w a r d s  new a d m i r e r s ,
r e c a l l e d  the  idy l l  of T h e o c r i t u s  a s  a su i tab le  s p r i n g - b o a r d  f r o m  w h ich
he  could  t e l l  the  b e au t i fu l  young widow s o m e  h o m e  t r u t h s  :
■ s
A i m a b l e  f i l le  d 'une  m e r e  
A qui s e u le  a u jo u r d 'h u i  m i l l e  c o e u r s  font la  c o u r . . .
G a r d e z  d ' e n v i r o n n e r  c e s  r o s e s  
De t r o p  d ' é p i n e s  : s i  j a m a i s  
L ' a m o u r  vous  dit  l e s  m ê m e s  c h o s e s .
Il  l e s  dit  m i e u x  que je  ne f a i s .
A u s s i  s a i t - i l  p u n i r  ceu:^.^que f e r m e n t  l ' o r e i l l e  
A s e s  c o n s e i l s ...............
63. B o r n e c q u e ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  F a b u l i s t e ,  P a r i s ,  (ed i t .  d 'E n s e i g n e m e n t
s u p é r i e u r ) ,  1973, p.  71
64. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 133-134,  F a b l e s ,  VIII , 16.
65. Ibid .  , p. 338 : Daphne  .
66. T h e o c r i t u s ,  Idyll ,  ( t r a n s i ,  by C . S. C a l v e r l e y ) ,  London ,  1883, p p . 133-
134.
67. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op.  C i t . ,  p. 379, D aphn is  et A l c i m a d u r e , ( P r o lo g u e )
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L ik e  D ap h n is  et  A l c i m a d u r e  , the  p r o s e  w o r k  e n t i t l e d  C o m p a r a i s o n  
d 'A l e x a n d r e ,  de C e s a r  et  de M o n s i e u r  le  P r i n c e ,  a n d  c o m p o s e d  in 
h o n o u r  of the  G r e a t  Conde, w as  m a i n l y  of G r e e k  i n s p i r a t i o n .  P a r t
of the  m a t e r i a l  u s e d  in th is  w o r k  c a m e  f r o m  P l u t a r c h ' s  P a r a l l e l  L i v e s .
I
T h e  s i m i l a r i t y  in m o t iv a t io n  and  in ou t l ine  b e tw e e n  P l u t a r c h ' s  L i fe  of 
A l e x a n d e r  a n d  L i fe  of C a e s a r  ^ on one h an d  an d  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  w o r k  on 
th e  o t h e r  s u g g e s t s  s t r o n g ly  tha t  the  poet a d a p t e d  the  r e l e v a n t  i n f o r m a ­
t ion  in the  G r e e k  m o d e l  to the  d e t a i l s  of C o n d e ' s  l if e  and  c a r e e r .  A s  
we s h a l l  s e e  l a t e r ,  when we co m e  to d i s c u s s  th i s  w o r k  in  d e ta i l ,  ou r  
poe t  e v en  q u o te s  P l u t a r c h  in s u p p o r t  of h i s  r e f l e c t i o n s  on the  a t t i t u d e
69to ado p t  t o w a r d s  the  c o n c lu s io n  of the  w o r k .  , ■
Ju d g in g  f r o m  d 'O l i v e t ' s  s t a t e m e n t  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f a v o u r i t e
G r e e k  a u t h o r s ,  the  in f luence  of P l u t a r c h  would  n a t u r a l l y  s u g g e s t  t h a t
♦
of H o m e r .  R e f e r e n c e s  to the  l a t t e r  in L e  Songe de V a u x :
H o m e r e  epand  to u jo u r s  s e s  dons  a v e c  l a r g e s s e ,
and  in  the  E p i t r e  a H ue t  :
71H o m e r e  e t  son  r i v a l  sont  m e s  d ieux  du P a r n e s s e .  
r e v e a l  t h a t  H o m e r ' s  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  o u r  p o e t ' s  l i t e r a r y  g ro w th  w e n t  b e ­
yond m e r e  c o l l e c t i o n s  of m o r a l  m a x i m s .  T h e  s p i r i t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
u n f in i sh e d  t r a g e d y ,  A c h i l l e , an d  m a n y  of i t s  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  su ch  a s  
e l e g a n c e  of s ty le ,  b r u s q u e n e s s  an d  r a p i d i t y  in  the  m o v e m e n t  of th ough t ,
a n d  the  p o r t r a y a l  of p s y ch o lo g ica l  c o n f l i c t s  a m o n g  the  p r i n c i p a l  c h a r a c -
72 73t e r s  w e r e  d e r i v e d  f r o m  H o m e r ' s  I l i a d . But  in a d ap t in g  h i s  m o d e l ,
ou r  poet c o n t r i v e s  to have  B r i s e i s  r e t u r n e d  u n c o n d i t io n a l ly  to h e r  f o r ­
m e r  m a s t e r  i n s t e a d  of h e r  be ing  o f f e r e d  a s  the  p r i c e  of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n .
In add i t ion ,  he  a s s i g n s  a m a j o r  ro le  to the  young w o m a n  w h o se  p r e s e n c e
7 4
in the  o r i g i n a l  G r e e k  m o d e l  is  i n d ic a te d  only in. t h r e e  l i n e s .  A c h i l l e s '  
tone  in the t h i r d  s ce n e  of the  f i r s t  a c t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p lay ,  w h e r e  
the h e r o  a d d r e s s e s  B r i s e i s ,  i s  m a r k e d  by  th a t  b r u s q u e n e s s  and  r a p i d i t y  
of m o v e m e n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of H o m e r ' s  s ty le .
68. P l u t a r c h ,  L e  V i te  p a r a l l è l e ,  ( t r a n s i ,  by A .  H. C lough) ,  London,
( M a c m i l l a n  & C o . ) ,  1902, Vol.  IV, pp.  1 59-2 55, 2 5 6 -3 2 8 .
6 9 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t .  , p. 520.
70. I b i d . ,  p. 3 9 1 , Le  Songe de Vaux, II.
71.  I b i d . ,  p. 4 9 3 , E p î t r e  a H u e t , 1.38.
72. I b i d . ,  p.p. 353-360 .
73. H o m e r ,  The  I l iad ,  C han t  IX, 11 .130-134.
74. Ibid,  11. 666-668 .
V os  t r a i t s  n 'o n t  p lus  b e s o i n  de m e  s o l l i c i t e r .
L e  s e u l  d e v o i r  le  fait ;  j e  h a i s  l e s  co eu r s  f r i v o l e s :
M e s  p r i n c i p a l e s  lo i s  sont m e s  s i m p l e s  p a r o l e s .
Vous  vous  d i t e s  esclave; e t  de qu i?  d 'u n  a m a n t .
C ' e s t  m o i  qui su is ,  l ie  p a r  l e s  n œ u d s  du s e r m e n t .
R e p o s e z - v o u s  s u r  eux, a t t e n d e z  s a n s  a l a r m e s :
J ' a u r a i  dev an t  l e s  yeux ce s e r m e n t  e t  vos  c h a r m e s .
A c h i l l e s '  c o n f ro n ta t i o n  of the  d e l e g a t e s  :
7 6P r i n c e s ,  je  ne  s a i s  po in t  t r a h i r  m e s  s e n t i m e n t s ,  
r e c a l l s  a  p a r a l l e l  scene  in H o m e r ' s  I l i ad  (IX, 1 .314) .
L a  F o n ta in e  pays  t r i b u t e  to h i s  m o d e l  poe t  a s  the  g r e a t  a n c e s t o r  
of a l l  good p o e t s  and  the  sp r in g  f r o m  w h ich  the  G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e  of a n ­
t i q u i ty  f lowed .
S  V -
C a r  H o m e r e  n ' e s t  pa s  s e u l e m e n t  le  p e r e  d e s  dieux,
C ' e s t  a u s s i  ce lu i  des  bons p o e t e s .
«
A c c o r d i n g l y  he  r e f e r s  to f a m o u s  po e ts  of a l l  a g e s  a s  d i s c i p l e s  of H o m e r  
w h en  he  a l l u d e s  to
78H o m e r e  et  l e s  s i e n s . . . .
s in c e  in h i s  own e s t i m a t i o n  the G r e e k  poet r e p r e s e n t s  a l l  t h a t  i s  g r e a t
an d  b e au t i fu l  in p o e t r y .  Indeed  he c o m p a r e s  the  poe t ic  e l e g a n c e  of
H o m e r  an d  V i r g i l  wi th  th’q - .m a jes t ic  c h a r m  of the H e b r e w  s c r i p t u r e s  :
C ' e s t  la  que la  S a g e s s e  d iv ine  r e n d  s e s  o r a c l e s  a v e c  
p lu s  d ' e l e v a t io n ,  p lus  de m a j e s t e  e t  p lu s  de f o r c e  que 
n ' e n  ont l e s  V i r g i l e s  et l e s  H o m e r e s .  . . . . ^^
H is  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  r a v a g e s  of the  p lague  a m o n g  a n i m a l s  in  F a b l e s ,  
VII, 1 ow es  s o m e th in g  of i t s  v iv id n e s s  a n d  i m a g e r y  to  a s i m i l a r  p o r ­
t r a y a l  of p e s t i l e n c e  in H o m e r ' s  I l i ad  :
 the  God,
Down f r o m  O ly m p u s  with  h i s  r a d i a n t  bow.
M a r c h e d  in  h i s  a n g e r ;  s h ak en  a s  he  m o v e d . . . .
M u le s  f i r s t  an d  dogs  he  s t r u c k ,  bu t  a t  t h e m s e l v e s  
D i s p a t c h in g  soon h i s  b i t t e r  a r r o w s  k e e n ,
S m o te  t h e m .  D e a t h - p i l e s  on a l l  s i d e s  a lw a y s  b l a z e d .
T h e  s a m e  p a r a l l e l i s m  e x i s t s  b e tw e e n  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f a b le .  L e s  C o m ­
pagnons  d 'U l y s s e  and  the ten th  Book of H o m e r ' s  O d y s s e y .
75. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp.  354-355 ,  A c h i l l e , A c te  I, s c e n e  3,
11. 1 0 6 - 1 1 2 . . : '
76. I b i d . ,  pp .  355-356 .  A c te  I, s ce n e  5, 1 .221 .
77. I b i d . , p. 69.
78.  Ibid.  p. 86 . F a b l e s ,  II, 13, 1.11
79. Ib id .  p. 368.
80. H o m e r ,  Op. Cit .  , ( t r a n s l a t e d  by  W. C o w p er ) ,  L ondon ,  1 847, Vol.  I, p.  5.
81.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. Cit .  , pp.  162-163 ,  F a b l e s ,  XII,  1.
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T h e  g o d d e ss  opened  wide h e r  sp len d id  g a t e s  
A nd  bad e  th e m  in; they ,  h e e d l e s s ,  a l l  c o m p l i e d .
A l l  s ave  E u r y l o c h u s ,  who f e a r e d  a s n a r e .
She,  in t r o d u c in g  th e m ,  con d u c ted  e a c h
To  a b r ig h t  t h ro n e ,  then  gave  t h e m  P r a m n i a n  w ine .
With g r a t e d  c h e e s e ,  p u re  m e a l ,  and  h oney  n e w .
B ut  m e d i c a t e d  wi th  h e r  p o iso n o u s  d r u g s
T h e i r  food, th a t  in obl iv ion  th e y  m i g h t  lo s e
T h e  w is h  of h o m e .  She gave  t h e m  an d  th e y  d ra n k .
W hen s m i t in g  eac h  wi th  h e r  enchan t ing  wand.
She shu t  t h e m  in h e r  s t i e s .  In h e ad ,  in v o i c e .
In body, and  in  b r i s t l e s  t h e y  b e c a m e  
A l l  sw ine ,  yet  in t e l l e c t e d  a s  b e f o r e .
T h i s  l i t e r a r y  a f f in i ty  w i th  H o m e r  r e v e a l s  tha t ,  a l th o u g h  L a  F o n t a i n e  
cou ld  not r e a d  G r e e k ,  he  im b ib e d  m u c h  of the  s p i r i t  and  l i t e r a r y  d e ­
v i c e s  of the  G r e e k  m o d e l .
L a  F o n ta in e  a i m a i t  H o m e r e ,  b ie n  q u ' i l  ne  pu t  p a s  le  
l i r e  dans  le tex te ;  L o u i s  R a c in e ,  M a d a m e  D a c i e r ,  •
d ' a u t r e s  e n c o r e  sont d ' a c c o r d  p o u r  1 ' a t t e s t e r .
T h e  b e s t  s u m m a r y  of the  t r e m e n d o u s  in f luence  of H o m e r  on L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  l i t e r a r y  s ty le  and  thought i s  p e r h a p s  the one g iven  by  S a i n t e -  
B euve  w h en  h e  w r i t e s  :
X N V
N o t r e  v e r i t a b l e  H o m e r e ,  I 'H o m e r e  d e s  F r a n ç a i s ,  
c ' e s t  L a  F o n t a i n e  C ' e s t  v r a i .
It  w a s  in P l a t o  tha t  ou r  poe t  d i s c o v e r e d  th e  p h i l o s o p h e r - p o e t  
w h o se  e a s y - f l o w i n g  d ia logue  and  s ty le  c h a r m e d  h i m .  H is  e a r l i e s t  c o n ­
t a c t  w i th  the  id e a s  of P l a t o  d a te s  b ack  to h i s  d a y s  a t  the  O r a t o r y  w h e r e ,  
a s  G i l so n  r e m a r k s ,
85On r e s p i r a i t  un a i r  p la to n ic ien .
P l a t o n i c  e th i c s  p e r m e a t e d  the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  o r g a n i s a t i o n  of the  s e m i n a r y .  
T h e  i d e a s  of g e n t l e m a n ly  b e h a v io u r ,  " s a v o i r - v i v r e "  a n d  of c o u r t e o u s  ' 
love o r  " a m o u r  c o u r t o i s "  wh ich  i t s  a u t h o r i t i e s  u p h e ld  a g a i n s t  v i l l a in y  
a n d  s e n s u a l  d e b a u c h e r y  a r e  r e a l l y  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p r o j e c t i o n s  of P l a t o n i c  
i d e a l i s m .  L a  F o n ta in e  m u s t  have  b e e n  e x p o se d  to  t h e s e  i d e a s  b e f o r e  he  
a c t u a l l y  r e a d  the  w o r k s  of P l a t o .
82. H o m e r ,  O d y ss e y ,  X . ,  ( t r a n s i ,  by  W. C ow per ) ,  Lo n d o n ,  1847, V o l . I l l ,
pp.  223 -2 4 6 .
83. Hepp ,  N o e m i ,  H o m e r e  en  F r a n c e  au  XVII® s i e c l e ,  P a r i s  (K l in c k s iec k ) ,
1968, p . 489.
84. S a i n t e - B e u v e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 191.
85. G i l so n ,  L a  L i b e r t é  chez  D e s c a r t e s  e t  la  th é o lo g ie ,  P a r i s ,  1913,
pp.  1 66, 208 .
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A r o u n d  1667, L a m o ig n o n  u s e d  to  b r i n g  t o g e t h e r  e v e r y  M o n d ay  
even in g  a  g ro u p  of w r i t e r s  and  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  a m o n g  w h o m  w e r e  H u e t ,  
P e l l i s s o n ,  R ap in ,  B o i leau  and  F l e u r y .  T h e s e  m e t  in h i s  h o u s e  to 
d i s c u s s  l i t e r a t u r e ,  m o r a l s  and  the  ph i losophy  of P l a t o .  T h e r e  i s  no 
sugge  s t ion  t h a t  L a  F  onta ine  e v e r  a t t e n d e d  t h e s e  m e e t i n g s ,  bu t  h i s  
v e r y  c lo s e  f r i e n d s ,  such  a s  the  ones  n a m e d  above  did,  an d  th ro u g h  
t h e m  he  w a s  we 11-a cq u a in te d  wi th  the  i d e a s  h e ld  by  the  c i r c l e ,  p a r t i ­
c u l a r l y  t h e i r  a d m i r a t i o n  fo r  P l a t o  an d  o th e r  a n c i e n t  p h i l o s o p h e r s .  I t  
w a s  t h e r e f o r e  no t  by s h e e r  chance  th a t  o u r  poe t  w a s  l a t e r  to a d d r e s s
86h i s  e p i s t l e  in  s u p p o r t  of the A n c ie n t s  to no o th e r  a p e r s o n  th a n  H u e t .
A n o t h e r  f a c t o r  th a t  c o n t r ib u t e d  f u r t h e r  to L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f a m i  - 
l i a r i t y  w i th  the  id e a s  of P l a to  w a s  the  in f luence  of h i s  two o t h e r  
f r i e n d s ,  M a u c r o i x  and  R ac in e ,  both  of w hom  w e r e  a v id  r e a d e r s  a n d  
t r a n s l a t o r s  of P l a t o .  T h e r e  i s  no doubt th a t  s o m e  of t h e s e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  
w e r e  shown to h im ,  f o r  the  l i t e r a r y  ' f r i e n d s  u s u a l l y  e x ch a n g e d  m a n u ­
s c r i p t s  f o r  c o m m e n t s  and  m u t u a l  c o r r e c t i o n s .  In d eed  the  poe t  w r o t e  
a f o r e w o r d  f o r  M a u c r o i x ' s  t r a n s l a t i o n  of t h r e e  d ia lo g u e s  of P l a t o .
In the  f o r e w o r d  he  de fends  P l a t o ' s  s ty le  and pays  t r i b u t e  to th e  t r a n s ­
l a t o r  fo r  the  a d m i r a b l e  e f fo r t  he m a d e  to r e t a i n  s o m e  t r a i t s  of t h a t  
s ty le  : e l e g a n t  an d  noble  tone ,  p r o p r i e t y  in s p e e c h  a n d  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n ,  
a n d  the  u s e  of c ap t iv a t in g  i m a g e s  :
L e s  c i r c o n s t a n c e s  du d ia logue ,  l e s  c a r a c t è r e s  
des  p e r s o n n a g e s ,  l e s  in t e r lo c u t io n s  e t  l e s  b i e n ­
s é a n c e s ,  le  s ty le  e l eg an t  et  nob le ,  et  qui t i e n t
en que lque  faço n  de la  p o e s ie  : t o u te s  c e s  c h o s e s
s ' y  r e n c o n t r e n t  en un t e l  d e g r e  d ' e x c e l l e n c e ,  que  
la m a n i é r é  de r a i s o n n e r  n ' a  p lus  r i e n  qui choque  ;
On se  l a i s s e  a m u s e r  i n s e n s i b l e m e n t  c o m m e  p a r  une  
e s p e c e  de c h a r m e .  ^7
In the  f i r s t  D i s c o u r s  a M m e ,  de L a  S a b l i e r  e the  po e t  r e c a l l s  P l a t o  in
h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  in te l l ig e n c e  of the  b e a v e r s  the  e x c e l l e n t  o r g a n i ­
s a t i o n  of w h o se  k ingdom  s u r p a s s e s  th a t  of P l a t o ' s  R e p u b l i c  :
L a  r é p u b l iq u e  de P l a t o n  
Ne s e r a i t  r i e n  que l ' a p p r e n t i e  
De c e t t e  f a m i l l e  a m p h ib ie .
86.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t .  , p. 493.
87. . Cf.  O u v r a g e s  de p r o s e  et de p o e s i e  des s i e u r s  de M a u c r o i x  
e t  de L a  F o n ta in e  ( A v e r t i s s e m e n t ) .
88.  L a  F o n t a i n e , '  J .  de .  Op. C i t . , pp,  147-148 ,  F a b l e s , IX, " D i s c o u r s -
a M m e .  de l a  S a b l i e r e " .
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T h e  m e t a p h o r  of " P a p i l l o n  du P a r n a s s e "  with  w h ich  he  d e s c r i b e s  h i s  
p o e t ic  v e r s a t i l i t y  :
P a p i l l o n  du P a r n a s s e ,  et s e m b l a b le  aux  a b e i l l e s ,
A qui le  bon P la to n  c o m p a r e  nos  m e r v e i l l e s .
J e  su i s  ch o se  l e g e r e  e t  vo le  a tou t  su je t .
J e  v a i s  de f l e u r  en f l e u r  et d 'o b j e t  en ob je t .  . .
J e  su i s  v o la g e  en v e r s  c o m m e  en  a m o u r .
w a s  d e r i v e d  f r o m  P l a t o ' s  r e f l e c t i o n s  on the  sou ls  of p o e t s .  T h e  G r e e k  
p h i l o s o p h e r  c o m p a r e s  po e ts  to honey  b e e s .  L ik e  the  l a t t e r ,  p o e t s  w a n ­
d e r  f r o m  f lo w e r  to  f lo w e r ,  o v e r  the  g a r d e n s ,  the  m e a d o w s  a n d  the  
h o n e y - f l o w e r i n g  foun ta ins  of the  M u s e s  f r o m  w h e r e  th e y  r e t u r n ,  a r r a y e d  
in th e  p l u m e s  of r a p i d  im a g in a t io n  and  l a d en  w i th  the  s w e e t n e s s  of 
p o e t i c  m e l o d y  w h ich  th ey  t r a n s m i t  in t h e i r  v e r s e s  :
C a r  l e s  p o e te s  nous  d i s en t ,  q u ' e n  b e u v an t  aux  fo n ta in e s ,  
d 'o u  p r o c é d é  le  m i e l  a b o n d a m m e n t ,  q u ' i l s  nous  a p p o r t e n t  
l e s  c a r m e s ,  l e s q u e l s  i l s  ont c u e i l l e s  du v e r g i e r  e t  m o n ta â g n e  
d e s  M u s e s ,  a i n s i  que l e s  m o u c h e s  c u e i l l e n t  le  m i e l  de s  
f l e u r s  : e t  d i s en t ,  q u ' i l s  vo len t  c o m m e  le s d ite  s m o u c h e s  
a  m i e l ,  en laq u e l le  chose  i l s  d i s e n t  la  v é r i t é .  C a r  un  
poè te  e s t  une ch o se  l e g e r e ,  vo lage  e t  s a c r e e ,  qui ne  
peu t  c h a n t e r  a v an t  q u ' i l  so it  r e m p l i  de la  g r â c e  du d ieu  
A po l lo ,  c o m m e  r o i  h o r s  de s o i - m ê m e  et  p r i v e  de la 
p e n s e e  h u m a in e .
With  age  and  g r e a t e r  m a t u r i t y .  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  a t t a c h m e n t  to the  w o r k s  
of P l a t o  w a s  to g row s t r o n g e r ,  f o r  a s  la te  a s  1680 he a c t u a l l y  e m b a r ­
k e d  upon t r a n s l a t i n g  one of h i s  m o d e l ' s  d i a lo g u e s  w h ic h  he i n t e n d e d  to  
p r e s e n t  to  the  P r i n c e  of Conde.  In a l e t t e r  to th e  p r i n c e ,  d a t e d  M ay  
29, 1680, M. de Mondion  who w as  the ch ie f  s e c r e t a r y  to  the  p r i n c e
w r i t e s  :
J ' e n v o i e  a V o t r e  A l t e s s e  S e r e n i s s i m e  une t r a d u c t i o n  
que M. de L a  F o n ta in e  a fa i te  d 'u n  d ia logue  de P l a t o n .
Il  m ' a  c h a r g e  de d e m a n d e r  à  V . A . S .  que s i  E l l e  c r o i t  
q u ' i l  m é r i t q ^ , d ' ê t r e  a c h e v é ,  i l  y t r a v a i l l e r a  p o u r  l ' a m o u r  
d ' E l l e ..........
T h i s  l i f e - l o n g  i n t e r e s t  in P l a t o  w a s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  m o r e  on P l a t o ' s  
q u a l i t i e s  a s  a l i t e r a r y  m a n  than  a s  a p h i l o s o p h e r .  T h i s  i s  only  to  be 
e x p ec ted ,  g iven  the  fac t  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e ,  though  a  v e r s a t i l e  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l ,  w a s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a l i t e r a r y  m a n ,  a poe t .  T h e  l i t e r a r y  d e v i c e s
89. M a u c r o ix ,  F .  et  L a  F o n ta in e  J .  de .  Op. C i t .  , p . 133.
90. P l a t o ,  L e  D ia logue  de P l a t o ,  P h i lo s o p h e  div in ,  in t i tu l e  lo .  . . ,
T e x te  é t ab l i  e t  t r a d u i t  en  f r a n ç a i s  p a r  R i c h a r d  de B la n c ,  P a r i s ,  
( C h r e s t i e n  W echel) ,  1546, pp. 10-11 .
9 1  ^ Q uo ted  in  Gohin; ‘F ,  , - Op. C i t . ,  p. 40
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w hich  he  e s t e e m e d  m o s t  in h i s  m o d e l ' s  w o r k s  w e r e  h i s  supp le  an d  
e l e v a t e d  s ty le ,  h is  s h a r p  wit ,  e x te n s iv e  u s e  of a l l e g o r i e s  and  m y t h s ,  
a n d  h is  b i t in g  bu t  a m u s i n g  i ro n y .  A ny  w o n d e r ,  t h e n ,  th a t  he  h i m s e l f  
b e c a m e  a m a s t e r  of v iv id  i m a g e r y ,  e l e g a n c e  an d  p o i s e  in v e r s e ,  s a r ­
c a s t i c  w i t ,  cou p led  w i th  a m o d e r a t i n g  tone of h u m o u r  1 T h e s e  w e r e  
th e  q u a l i t i e s ,  the  a s p e c t s  of P l a t o ' s  t e ch n iq u e  w h ich  he  e n d e a v o u r e d  
to  c u l t i v a t e .  H e  a d m i r e d  t h e s e  s ty l i s t i c  t r a i t s  no t  only  in P l a t o  but 
in  o th e r  G r e e k  and  L a t in  a u t h o r s  who a p p e a l e d  to h i s  f an cy .  H is
l i t e r a r y  w o r k s  a r e  fu l l  of r e f e r e n c e s  and  a l l u s i o n s  to  t h e s e  a u t h o r s .
But it i s  i m p o r t a n t  to r e i t e r a t e  th a t  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  a l l u s i o n s  to  the  
a n c i e n t  G r e e k  c u l t u r e  and  c iv i l i s a t i o n  m u s t  not be t a k e n  a s  a s u r e  i n ­
dex  of w h a t  he  a c t u a l l y  r e a d  in G r e e k .  In f a c t  m u c h  of w ha t  he  kn ew  
of th e  a n c i e n t  G r e e k  w o r l d  c a m e  th ro u g h  h i s  s tu d y  of F r e n c h  an d  L a t i n  
t r a n s l a t i o n s .  It w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e  th a t  p ro v id e d  h i m  
w i th  w i d e r  an d  m o r e  v a r i e d  m o d e l s  a s  w e l l  a s  co n d i t io n ed  the  c h a r a c ­
t e r  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  ph i losophy .
E n c o u r a g e d  b y  h i s  cous in ,  P i n t r e l ,  L a  F o n t a i n e  l e a r n e d  to  a p ­
p r e c i a t e  the  b e au ty ,  e l eg a n c e  and  r e a l i s m  of L a t i n  p o e t r y ,  p a r t i c u l a r ­
ly the p o e t r y  of H o r a c e ,  V i rg i l ,  L u c r e t i u s ,  S e n e ca ,  C i c e r o ,  T e r e n c e  
an d  Ovid.  P i n t r e l  a d v i s e d  h im  t h a t  ;
P o u r  se f o r m e r ,  i l  ne d e v a i t  p a s  se b o r n e r  a  nos
p o e te s  f r a n ç a i s  : q u ' i l  d e v a i t  l i r e ,  et  l i r e  s a n s  c e s s e
H o r a c e ,  V i r g i l e ,  T e r e n c e .  I l  se r e n d i t  a ce  sage  
c o n s e i l .  Il  t r o u v a  que la  m a n i é r é  de c e s  L a t i n s  
é t a i t  p lus  n a t u r e l l e ,  p lus  s im p le ,  m o i n s  c h a r g e e  
d ' o r n e m e n t s  a m b i t i e u x .
T h e  m o s t  in f lu en t ia l  of the  L a t in  p o e ts ,  judging  f r o m  the  d e g r e e  of 
p o p u la r i t y  h i s  w o r k s  en joyed  in s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  F r a n c e ,  w a s  c e r ­
t a in ly  H o r a c e . ,  F r a g m e n t s  of h i s  s a t i r e s  t r a n s l a t e d  by  one of L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  f r i e n d s ,  F u r e t i e r e ,  a p p e a r e d  in M a r o l l e s '  H o r a c e , p u b l i s h e d  
in 1652. P e l l i s s o n ,  a n o t h e r  f r i e n d  of the  poe t ,  w a s  n o te d  f o r  c a r r y i n g  
h i s  copy  of th i s  book in h i s  pocke t  w h e r e v e r  he  w en t ,  an d  he  of ten  
d i s c u s s e d  the  L a t in  poe t  with  L a  F o n ta in e  an d  o t h e r  l i t e r a r y  a s s o c i a t e s .  
In a l e t t e r  to D onev i l le ,  quo ted  b y  M a r m i e r ,  P e l l i s s o n  w r i t e s  :
92. P e l l i s s o n  e t  d 'O l iv e t ,  Op. Git .  , p.  304.
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H o r a c e  e s t  p a r to u t  g ra n d ,  p a r to u t  a i m a b l e ,  e t  ne 
degou te  j a m a i s  ni  n ' e n n u ie  j a m a i s  son  l e c t e u r ;  m a i s  
ce que j ' a d m i r e  le p lus  en lui ,  c ' e s t  la  l i b e r t é  de 
sa  p o e s i e ,  qui n ' e s t  pas  a s s u j e t t i e  c o m m e  la  n ô t r e  
a m i l l e  s c r u p u l e u s e s  m a x i m e s .  Il e n t r e  d a n s  sa  
m a t i è r e  et  en s o r t  c o m m e  il  lu i  p l a î t ,  p a s s e  d 'un  
su je t  a l ' a u t r e ,  s ' e l e v e  et  se  r a b a i s s e  a s a  f a n t a i s i e ,  
t o u j o u r s  m a î t r e  de l u i - m ê m e ,  av ec  une v é r i t é  si  
g r a n d e  e t  d 'une  m a n i é r é  s i  a g r e a b l e  que p e r s o n n e  ne 
l ' e n  s a u r a i t  b l â m e r .
P e l l i s s o n ' s op in ion  w a s  a l m o s t  u n i v e r s a l l y  s h a r e d  by  s e v e n t e e n t h -
c e n t u r y  F r e n c h  w r i t e r s  inc lud ing  L a  F o n ta in e .  T h e r e  is  a  s t r o n g
r a p p o r t  b e t w e e n  the  id e a s  of H o r a c e ,  who sang  in  m e a s u r e d  v e r s e  th e
l i f e  of the  Golden  M ean ,  and  the  b a s i c  b e l i e f s  of the  F r e n c h  who a r e
l o v e r s  of m o d e r a t i o n .  H i s  w r i t i n g s  em b o d y  the  v i r t u e s  c h e r i s h e d  b y
th e m  : s e n s e  of p r o p o r t io n ,  c l a r i t y  of thought,  p r e c i s i o n  of e x p r e s s i o n ,
te n d e n c y  to  b a n t e r  and  in c l in a t io n  to s a t i r e .  O u r  p o e t ' s  a t t r a c t i o n  to
H o r a c e  i s  t h e r e f o r e  not s u r p r i s i n g  in v iew  of the  f a c t  th a t  few  people ,
if any ,  w e r e  m o r e  t y p ic a l ly  F r e n c h  in th e s e  r e s p e c t s  th a n  h e  w a s .
A s  A n to in e  A d a m  puts  i t,  the  r e a d in g  of H o r a c e  open ed  h i s  e y e s  to
the  i n e x h a u s t ib l e  w o n d e r s  of l ife :
P a r m i  l e s  p o e te s  de l 'A n t iq u i té ,  i l  goû ta i t  s u r t o u t
I L r a c e   I l  lui  a v a i t  o u v e r t  l e s  yeux s u r  la
b e a u te  du m onde ;  i l  lu i  a v a i t  a p p r i s  a d é c o u v r i r ,  
dan s  l e s  a n im a u x  l e s  plus  h u m b le s  e t  dans  l e s  
p l a n t e s ,  le  m i r a c l e  de la  v ie .
T h e  f i r s t  w o r d  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s a d m i r a t i o n  f o r  H o r a c e  i s  r e c o r d e d
in  C ly m e n e  w h e r e ,  speak ing  th ro u g h  the  m o u th  of A po l lon ,  the  p o e t
d e c l a r e s  ;
H o r a c e  en  a de t o u s . . . . ,
J ' a i m e  f o r t  l e s  a u t e u r s  qui s u r  lui  se  c o n d u i s e n t  :
V o i là  l e s  gens  q u ' i l  fau t  a p r e s e n t  i m i t e r .  95
Indeed  he  c o n s i d e r e d  h i s  d i s c o v e r y  of H o r a c e  a s  a t u r n i n g  po in t  in
h i s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r .
. . . .  A l a  f in,  g r â c e  aux  d ieux  96
H o r a c e ,  p a r  b o n h e u r ,  m e  d e s s i l l a  l e s  yeux .
T h e  L a t in  poe t  opened  h i s  ey es  to the  d a n g e r s  of a r t i f i c i a l  p o e t ry ,
cf ' ^ r e  c i o s i t e "  , wh ich  th rea ten ed ,  the  d i s c i p l e s  of M a l h e r b e  and  l e d
9 3 . P e l l i s s o n ,  L e t t r e  a D onevi l le ;  quo ted  in  M a r m i e r ,  J . ,  H o r a c e  en
F r a n c e  au  XVII® s i e c l e ,  P a r i s ,  (P U F ) ,  1962, pp. 314-315 .
9 4 . A d a m ,  A . ,  Op. C i t . ,  t.  IV, p. 22.
9 5 . L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p.  2 53, C ly m e n e  , 11. 415-41  9.
9 6 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Ibid .  p. 493.
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to a f f e c t a t i o n  in l i t e r a t u r e  and  s o c i a l  b e h a v i o u r .  A g a i n s t  the  u n c o n t r o l ­
l e d  c u l t iv a t io n  of c o n c e t t i s m ,  m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  of h y p e r b o l e s  and  c o n v e n ­
t i o n a l  v o c a b u l a r y ,  which  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the  v e r s e s  of M a l h e r b e  and  h i s  
f o l l o w e r s ,  H o r a c e ' s  p o e t r y  op p o sed  the  q u a l i t i e s  of s im p l i c i t y ,  p r e c i s i o n ,  
v a r i e t y  a n d  n a t u r a l n e s s .  In L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  m in d ,  H o r a c e  r e p r e s e n t e d  
p o e t i c  p e r f e c t i o n .  T he  L a t in  p o e t ' s  l i m i t e d  l y r i c i s m ,  r e g u l a t e d  w i th  
th e  s a m e  s o r t  of p r e c i s i o n  a s  h i s  code of e th ic s ,  a p p e a l e d  to L a  F o n ­
t a i n e .  T h e  a p p o r t i o n m e n t  of j u s t  the  p r o p e r  a m o u n t  of thought  and  
fee l in g ,  w i th  an  in s ig h t  and  i n s i s t e n c e  on a r a t i o n a l  r a t h e r  th a n  a s e n ­
t i m e n t a l  a p p r o a c h  to l ife,  and  the  d e s i r e  th a t  the  f i n i s h e d  p r o d u c t  shou ld  
exhib it  d e l i c a c y  r a t h e r  than  su b l im i ty ,  q u a l i t i e s  r a t h e r  th an  a s ing le  
s u p r e m e  q u a l i ty ,  t a s t e  r a t h e r  th a n  e n t h u s i a s m ,  w e r e  a s  fu n d a m e n ta l  to 
H o r a c e  a s  t h e y  w e r e  to L a  F o n ta in e .  It i s  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  then ,  t h a t  he  
w a s  qu ick  to  iden t i fy  h i s  own t a s t e s  and  tu r n  of m i n d  w i th  the  L a t i n  
s a t i r i s t  a n d  s e l e c t e d  h im  a s  the  s y m b o l  of h i s  poe t ic  a s p i r a t i o n s .
H e  s h a r e d  H o r a c e ' s  id e n t i f i c a t io n  of a r t  w i th  the  p u r s u i t  of p l e a ­
s u r e  i t s e l f .  T h e  De A r t e  poe t ica  w h ich  s e r v e d  a s  a  m o d e l  fo r  the  
l y r i c a l  p o e t s  f r o m  T h éo p h i le  de V iau  to C hau l ieu ,  a s  w e l l  a s  d i r e c t l y  
in f lu e n c e d  the  f o r m a t i o n  of the  c l a s s i c a l  d o c t r in e ,  e x e r c i s e d  a p ro fo u n d  
i m p a c t  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  l i t e r a r y  i d e a s  and  t a s t e s .  T o  s u c c e e d  a s  a 
poe t ,  H o r a c e  p r e s c r i b e s  th a t  po e t s  shou ld  a d ap t  t h e i r  s u b j e c t s  o r  t h e m e s  
to  t h e i r  t a l e n t s  and  ab i l i ty .  S e le c t  a t h e m e  p r o p o r t i o n e d  to  y o u r  p o w e r s ,  
he  i n s i s t s ,  and  p o n d e r  long and  w i th  the  n i c e s t  c a r e  how m u c h  y o u r  
s h o u l d e r s  can  o r  cannot  b e a r .  O nce  a poet i s  r i g h t  in t h i s ,  h i s  w o r d s  
w i l l  f low f r e e l y  a n d  h is .  thoughts  w i l l  follow lu c id ly  a n d  in  an  o r d e r l y  
m a n n e r  :
P r e n e z ,  vous  qui é c r i v e z ,  un  suj et  é g a l  a vos  f o r c e s  
e t  p e s e z  lo n g u e m e n t  ce que vos  é p a u lé s  r e f u s e n t ,  ce 
q u ' e l l e s  a c c e p te n t  de p o r t e r .  A - t - o n  c h o i s i  s a  m a t i è r e  
en s a c h a n t  ce q u 'on  p o uva i t?  L ' e x p r e s s i o n  a i s e e  ne  
m a n q u e r a  po in t,  non p lus  qu 'un  o r d r e  lu m in e u x .
In a d d i t io n ,  H o r a c e  e m p h a s i z e s  th e  f a c t  th a t  c o n c i s e n e s s  an d  c l a r i t y  of
thought  m u s t  be  the  id e a l .  Y our  s ty le  m u s t  be c o n c i s e  so t h a t  wha t
97. H o r a c e ,  F .  , E p i t r e s ,  T e x te  é t a b l i  e t  t r a d u i t  p a r  F r a n ç o i s  V i l l e -  
neu v e ,  P a r i s ,  (L es  B e l l e s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1934, p. 204 :
" A r t  p o é t i q u e " .
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you w r i t e  m a y  flow sm oo th ly .  You m u s t  p a s s  f r o m  g r a v e  to gay, a l ­
t e r n a t e  v e h e m e n t  s t r i k e s  wi th  l i g h t e r  h i t s ,  and  couch  y o u r  though t  in  
e a s y  p l a y f u ln e s s  and  p o l i sh ed  wit ,  f o r  m e n  a r e ,  a s  a r u l e ,  m o r e  i m ­
p e r v i o u s  to  s l a s h in g  c e n s u r e  th an  to r i d i c u l e  :
Ce n ' e s t  done pas  a s s e z  d ' e p a n o u i r  p a r  le  r i r e  la  
bouche  de ^ l ' a u d i t e u r ,  b ie n  q u ' i l  y a i t ,  là  a u s s i ,  un 
c e r t s â n  m é r i t é  ; i l  e s t  b e s o in  de b r i e v e t e  p o u r  que la  
p e n s e e  c o u r e  e t  ne s ' e n t r a v e  p a s  de m o t s  qui c h a r g e n t  
e t  f a t ig u e n t  l 'o^reille;  i l  e s t  b e s o i n  d 'u n  langage  â p r e  q u e l ­
q u e fo i s ,  enjoue  souvent ,  s o u ten an t  le  r ô l e  p a r  m o m e n t  d 'u n  
o r a t e u r  ou d 'un  poete  et ,  p a r  m o m e n t ,  d 'u n  h o m m e  de 
bonne  co m p ag n ie  qui m é n a g e  s e s  f o r c e s  e t  l e s  a f f a ib l i t  
de p r o p o s  d é l i b é r é .  L a  p l a i s a n t e r i e  t r a n c h e  b i e n  de s  fo is  
l e s  q u e s t i o n s  i m p o r t a n t e s  p lus  f o r t e m e n t  e t  m i e u x  que 
l ' é n e r g i e  ru d e .  C ' e s t  p a r  là  que l e s  m a î t r e s  de 
l ' a n c i e n n e  co m ed ie  t e n a i e n t  l a  s cè n e ,  c ' e s t  s u r  ce po in t  
q u ' i l  f au t  l e s  i m i t e r .
T h a t  w a s  the  d o c t r in e  of the  H o r a t i a n  schoo l  of poe t s  th a t  in f lu e n c e d  L a
F o n t a i n e ' s  a p p r o a c h  to  p o e t ry .  It i s  now e a s y  to u n d e r s t a n d  w hy  he
c h o se  the  g e n r e  of f a b le s  in  the  f i r s t  p lace ;  i t  s u i t e d  h i s  t a l e n t s  and
t e m p e r a m e n t .  We  c an  a l s o  see  why he op ted  to t u r n  v ic e  and  fo l ly
99in to  r i d i c u l e  r a t h e r  than  a t t a c k  th e m  with  the  f i s t  of a H e r c u l e s ,  a s  
w e l l  a s  e n d e a v o u r e d  to a c q u i r e  tha t  a r t  of v e i l e d  c e n s u r e ,  t h a t  t e c h n i q u e  
of r a i l l e r y  so r e m i n i s c e n t  of H o r a c e ' s  b e s t  s a t i r e s .  But  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
s tu d y  of H o r a c e  did  no t  s top with  the  im i t a t i o n  of h i s  m o d e l ' s  l i t e r a r y  
d e v i c e s .  He  a l s o  cu l t iv a ted  H o r a c e ' s  t e n d en c y  to t u r n  h i s  v e r s e  in to  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o e t r y .  H o r a c e  w as  one of the  poe ts  of a n t iq u i ty  who b l e n ­
d e d  p o e t r y  w i th  ph i losophy .  H is  v e r s e ,  w h e t h e r  i t  t a k e s  the  f o r m  of 
ode,  e p i s t l e  o r  s a t i r e  is  often d e s ig n e d  to  c e l e b r a t e  the  good l i f e ,  to 
r e v e a l  the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i t  o f f e r s  fo r  h a p p i n e s s ,  whi le  no t  i g n o r i n g  i t s  
in e v i t a b le  but endurab le  d i s c o m f o r t s ,  to  c r i t i c i z e  th o s e  f o r c e s  t h a t  r e n ­
d e r  i t s  fu l l  e n jo y m e n t  dif f icul t ,  and  s o m e t i m e s  to  s u g g e s t  w a y s  of i n ­
c r e a s i n g  i t s  jo y s  and  c r e a t i n g  f o r  fu tu r e  g e n e r a t i o n s  e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  
f o r  p l e a s u r e .  T h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  what  L a  F o n ta in e  d o e s  so of ten ,  and  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  in h i s  B a l l ad e  s u r  le m a l  d 'A m o u r . M o r e  w i l l  be  s a id  
on the  i n t e l l e c t u a l  c h a r a c t e r  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  v e r s e  in  o u r  d i s c u s s i o n  
of h i s  p r o g r e s s  f r o m  t r a d i t i o n a l  apo logue  to i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o e t r y .
98. H o r a c e ,  F .  , Satire I, 10.Texte é t ab l i  e t  t r a d u i t  p a r  F r a n ç o i s  V i l l e -
n euve ,  P a r i s ,  (L es  B e l l e s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1934.  p. 104.
99. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 104, F a b l e s , V, 1, ( P ro lo g u e )
100. I b i d . , p. 505.
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T h e  m o r a l  of H o r a c e ' s  s ix th  f ab le  in the  s e c o n d  Book  of 
S a t i r e s  , s t r e s s i n g  the  s u p e r i o r i t y  of p e r s o n a l  f r e e d o m  an d  i n n e r  t r a n ­
q u i l l i t y  o v e r  m a t e r i a l  w ea l th  i s  w o r th  m e n t io n in g  h e r e .  C o m m e n t in g  
on the  r e a c t i o n  of the c o u n t ry  m o u s e  to the u n e a s y  s p l e n d o u r  of h i s  
c i ty  c o u n t e r p a r t ,  the  L a t in  s a t i r i s t  s t r e s s e s  the  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  b e t t e r
to be  p o o r  and  happy  than  to be r i c h  and  l ive  in c o n s t a n t  f e a r .
Hoi c r i e s  the  c o u n t ry  m o u s e  : T h i s  k in d
Of l i fe  i s  no t  fo r  m e ,  I f ind.
Give m e  m y  woods  and  c a v e r n .  T h e r e  
A t  l e a s t .  I ' m  safe l  And though both  s p a r e  
A nd  p o o r  m y  food m a y  be ,  r e b e l  
I n e v e r  wil l ;  so f a r e  ye w e l l l ^ ^ ^
T h i s  e p i so d e  h a s  a p a r a l l e l  in L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f a b le .  L e  R a t  de v i l l e  et
le  R a t  d e s  c h a m p s  ;
C ' e s t  a s s e z ,  dit  le ru s t iq u e ;
D e m a i n  vous  v i e n d r e z  c h e z - m o i .  *
Ce n ' e s t  pa s  que je  m e  pique 
De to u s  vos  f e s t i n s  de ro i;
M a is  r i e n  ne v ien t  m ' i n t e r r o m p r e  :
J e  m a n g e  tout a l o i s i r .
A d ie u  donc .  F i  du p l a i s i r  IQZ
Que la  c r a i n t e  peut c o r r o m p r e .
O u r  poe t  b o r r o w e d  the f r a m e v /o r k  of th i s  s t o r y  f r o m  Æ s o p ' s  a p o lo g u e s
w h ich  p r o b a b l y  i n s p i r e d  H o r a c e  too .  But the  e p i g r a m m a t i c  f o r c e ,
s t e r n n e s s  of m o r a l  r eb u k e  and s a r c a s m  which  he  d i s p l a y s  in  t h i s  f ab le
w e r e  i m i t a t e d  f r o m  the L a t in  s a t i r i s t .  In the  s a m e  way, the  open ing
103l in e s  of L e s  A n im a u x  m a l a d e s  de la  p e s t e  r e t a i n  th e  v iv id n e s s  of
e x p r e s s i o n  and  r e a l i s t i c  touch c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  O d e s  of H o r a c e ;
p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  t h i r d  ode of the  f i r s t  Book. H e r e ,  he  v iv id ly  s k e t c h e s
how w a s t in g  a g u e s  and  h e c t i c  f e v e r s  s m o te  the  e a r t h ,  an d  s p r e a d  t e r r o r
and  d e a th  a m o n g  m e n  and  b e a s t s  ;
E t  de s  F i e v r e s  p a r u t  le lu g u b re  c o r t e g e ;
L a  pâ le  M a i g r e u r  a su iv i .
E t  l a  M o r t ,  l en te  e n c o r  d a n s  sa  m a r c h e  f a t a l e .
T r i o m p h a n t e ,  p r e s s a  s e s  p a s . . . .
D ans  l e s  p l a in e s  de l ' a i r ,  s u r  d e s  a i l e s ,  D e d a le  
O s a i t  a f f r o n t e r  le t r é p a s . ^ ^4
101. H o r a c e ,  F . ,  Op. C i t . ,  . . ' S a t i r e s , II , 6.
102. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p.  78, F a b l e s , I, 9, 11. 2 5 -28 .
103. I b i d . ,  p.  118, VII,  1, 11. 1 - 3.
104. H o r a c e ,  F . ,  L e s  O des  d 'H o r a c e ,  T e x te  é t ab l i  e t  t r a d u i t  en v e r s
■frança is  p a r  E d o u a r d  B o u r e t t e ,  P a r i s ,  .1895,  pp.  .6 -8 ,
O d e s , 1, 3.
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O t h e r  i n s t a n c e s  in La  F o n t a i n e ' s  w o r k s  w h ich  s u g g e s t  a d i r e c t  in f lu en ce  
of H o r a c e  in c lu d e  :
( F a b l e s , I, 3 : H o r a c e ,  S a t i r e s , II, 3); ( F a b l e s , II, 4 : E p i s t l e s , I, 2); 
( F a b l e s , II, 18 ; E p i s t l e s , I, IO);(F a b l e s , III, 17 : E p i s t l e s , I, 7); 
an d  (F a b l e s ,  VI,  14 : E p i s t l e s , I, 1).
H o r a c e ' s  w i t ty  e p i g r a m s  o f f e re d  L a  F o n t a i n e  the  m e a n s  f o r  m e d i ­
t a t in g  an d  e x p a t i a t in g  upon b a s i c  m o r a l  p r o b l e m s .  T h e  L a t i n  a u t h o r  
c o n d e n s e s  i m p o r t a n t  m o r a l  and  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  though ts  in  the  c l e a r e s t  
an d  m o s t  c o n c i s e  f o r m s .  F r o m  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  d a y s  a t  the  c o l l e g e ,  
w hen  t e x t s  f o r  e x p l i c a t io n  and  c o m m e n t a r y  w e r e  qu i te  often  s e l e c t e d  
f r o m  H o r a c e ' s  w r i t i n g s ,  he  m e m o r i z e d  t h e s e  f in e ly  c o n s t r u c t e d  v e r s e s  
w h ich  s u m m a r i z e d  h u m a n  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  the  p r e c e p t s  of h u m a n  w i s d o m
a n d  b e h a v i o u r  in  d a i ly  l i f e .  T h e i r  u n i v e r s a l  a p p l i c a t i o n  to e v e r y d a y
*
s i tu a t io n s ,  t h e i r  e leg a n c e  and  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  in  evcking the  e t e r n a l  d e ­
s i r e s  and  v a r i o u s  r e s p o n s e s  of m a n ,  t h e i r  p i thy  c o n c i s e n e s s ,  an d  t h e i r  
s h a r p ,  w i t ty ,  i r o n i c a l  c h a r a c t e r  e n g e n d e r  a  m o o d  w hich  i s  r e f i n e d ,  c u l ­
t i v a te d ,  c a r e f r e e  an d  happy; h e n c e  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  s t r o n g l y  a t t r a c t e d  
to t h e m .  He found i t  e a s y  to t r a n s l a t e  h i s  m o d e l ' s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  an d  
l i t e r a r y  a t t i t u d e s  in to  the  f a c i l e  l i f e - s t y l e  of h i s  own epoch ,  f a m o u s  f o r  
i t s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  m e n t a l i t y  th a t  w a s  c o m p l a i s a n t ,  m o r e  w o r l d l y - w i s e  th a n  
s e r i o u s ,  s u p e r f i c i a l  r a t h e r  than  p ro found .  Above  a l l ,  h e  c u l t i v a t e d  
H o r a c e ' s  d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  t a s t e ,  e t e r n a l l y  m o d e r n  s p i r i t ,  d e l i c a c y  of 
thought  an d  r e f i n e m e n t  of the  i n t e l l e c t .  T h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  of m i n d  b e c o m e  
p r o g r e s s i v e l y  m a n i f e s t  in L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  w o r k s  a s  he  p e r f e c t s  h i s  l i t e r a r y  
i n s t r u m e n t s  and  d e lv e s  d e e p e r  in to  the  r e a l m  of  i d e a s .
But the  poe t  does  not owe the  d e v e lo p m e n t  of t h e s e  q u a l i t i e s  to  
t h e  in f lu en ce  of H o r a c e  a lone .  O th e r  L a t i n  a u t h o r s  a l s o  p l a y e d  s o m e
r o l e  in  the  f o r m a t i o n  of h i s  m in d  and  a r t .  T h i s  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  of
V i r g i l .  L a  F o n ta in e  a d m i r e d  in  V i r g i l  the  s a m e  l i t e r a r y  e x c e l l e n c e  
w h ich  he  c h e r i s h e d  in the  w o r k s  of H o r a c e ,  f o r  th e  f o r m e r  a l s o  s y m b o ­
l i z e d  f o r  h i m  th e  i d e a l  c o m b in a t io n  of poe t  an d  p h i l o s o p h e r .  A c c o r d i n g
to  C l a r a c ,  he  r e a d  V i r g i l  w i th  pen in h an d  ;
P o u r  s ' i n i t i e r  au  m e t i e r  de p o e s i e ,  i l  l i t  V i r g i l e . . .  la  
p lu m e  a l a  m a in ,  s e lo n  le c o n s e i l  qu 'on t  dû lu i  d o n n e r  
s e s  m a î t r e s  de r h é t o r i q u e .  ^
105. C l a r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  p a r  l u i - m ê m e ,  p. 12.
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H is  e a r l i e s t  co n tac t  with  V i r g i l ' s  w o r k s  d a t e s  b a c k  to h i s  e a r l y  c o l le g e  
d a y s  w h en  he  r e a d  t e x t s  d r a w n  f r o m  the  Æ n e i d  w h ich  w as  -.on;/ the
p r e s c r i b e d  r e a d i n g  l i s t  f o r  m o s t  of the  c o l l e g e s .  But h i s  r e a l l y  
s e r i o u s  s tudy  of the  poet b eg an  a r o u n d  the  y e a r  1665 when he  c o l l a ­
b o r a t e d  w i th  L o u i s  G i r y  in  t r a n s l a t i n g  the  f i r s t  f ive  B o o k s  of St.  A u g u s ­
t i n e ' s  T h e  C i ty  of God in to  F r e n c h .  T h e  w o rk  to  be t r a n s l a t e d  w a s  
fu l l  of q u o ta t io n s  f r o m  V i r g i l ' s  p o e t r y  which  L o u i s  G i r y  r e q u e s t e d  L a  
F o n t a i n e  to  t u r n  in to  m o d e r n  F r e n c h  v e r s e .  T he  p r e f a c e  of the  f i n i s h e d  
w o r k  c o n ta i n s  th e  fo llowing s t a t e m e n t  b y  L o u i s  G i r y  h i m s e l f  :
C o m m e  i l  y a beau co u p  de v e r s  d e s  p o è t e s  l a t i n s  
que  j ' a i  e te  b ie n  a i s e  de f a i r e  v o i r  en n o t r e  langue ,
M o n s i e u r ^ d e  L a  F o n ta in e ,  qui a jo in t  à b eau c o u p  de 
v e r t u  e t  a un g ra n d  m é r i t é ,  un f o r t  b eau  gén ie  po u r  
l a  p o e s i e  f r a n ç a i s e ,  a b i e n  voulu  l e s  t r a d u i r e  p o u r  
h o n o r e r  m o n  t r a v a i l .
O u r  poe t  no doubt did  j u s t i c e  to  the a s s i g n m e n t  but  not w i th o u t* tak in g  
s o m e t h in g  out of the  f a m o u s  w o r k  f o r  h i s  own l i t e r a r y  and  m e n t a l  d e ­
v e lo p m e n t .  T h e  n e ed  to  t r a n s l a t e  a c c u r a t e l y  o r  to  convey  the s p i r i t  
of th e  V i r g i l i a n  quo ta t ions  in  S t . A u g u s t i n e ' s  w o r k  c o m p e l l e d  h i m  to  
r e a d  b o th  V i r g i l  and  The  C i ty  of God w i th  g r e a t e r  a t t e n t io n .  T h u s  h i s  
id e a s  on c h a r l a t a n i s m ,  j u d i c i a l  a s t r o l o g y  and  div ine  P r o v i d e n c e ,  a s  e x ­
p r e s s e d  in  L 'A s t r o lo g u e  qui se  l a i s s e  t o m b e r  dans  un p u i t s  (II, 13) 
r e t a i n  the  s p i r i t  of St, A u g u s t in e  ' s r e f l e c t i o n s  in the  opening  c h a p t e r s  of 
the  f i f th  Book of T h e  City  of G o d . In the  s a m e  way, V i r g i l ' s  m e d i t a ­
t ion  on N a t u r e  in  the  G e o r g i e s  ^ h e lp e d  to  i n s p i r e  c e r t a i n  l i n e s  of L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  f a b le ,  L 'Aigle et  I ' E s c a r b o t  . H e  a d o p te d  h i s  m o d e l ' s
t e ch n iq u e  of p e r s o n i fy in g  m y th o lo g ic a l  f i g u r e s ,  a n i m a l s ,  p l a n t s  a n d
109n a t u r a l  p h e n o m e n a .  H is  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the  G r e e k  c a p t u r e  of th e  c i t y
of T r o y  by  m e a n s  of a c l e v e r  r u s e ^ ^ ^  r e t a i n s  a l l  the  e x p r e s s i v e  f o r c e ,  
f l a v o u r  a n d  v i v i d n e s s  which  d i s t i n g u i s h  a s i m i l a r  e p i so d e  in  V i r g i l ' s  
Æ n e i d  . T h e  L a t i n  m o d e l  n a r r a t e s  how the  w e a r y  bu t  c l e v e r  G r e e k s  
c o n s t r u c t e d  the  m o n s t r o u s  wooden  h o r s e  of T r o y  w hich  e n a b le d  th e  m o s t  
f o r m i d a b l e  and  d a r i n g  of t h e i r  w a r r i o r s ,  h id d en  i n s id e  i t ,  to p e n e t r a t e  
the  s t r o n g  w a l l s  of T r o y  and  t a k e  the  c i t y  by  s t o r m  :
106. Sa in t  A u g u s t in e ,  L a  Ci te  de D ieu ,  T e x te  t r a d u i t  en  f r a n ç a i s  p a r
M. L o u i s  G i ry ,  P a r i s ,  1665, ( P r e f a c e ) .
107. V i rg i l e , .  M . ,  Œ u v r e s  c o m p l e t e s ,  t r a d u i t e s  e n v e r s  p a r  .Hippolyte
C o u rn o l ,  P a r i s ,  ,1859, t . I ,  G e o r g i q u e s , I.
108. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p.  85, F a b l e s  , II, 8, 11. 51 -55 .
109. Ib id .  p p . 84, l l j ;  II, 8; VI,  3.
110. I b i d . ,  p . 82, F a b l e s  , II, 1, 11.18-28 .
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..............L a s s e s  de l e u r s  t r o p  longs  c o m b a t s ,
L e s  ch e f s  d e s  A r g i e n s ,  i n s p i r e s  p a r  P a l l a s ,
C o n s t r u i s e n t ,  au  m i l i e u  de la  v e r t e  c a m p a g n e .
Un m o n s t r u e u x  cheva l ,  g r a n d  c o m m e  une m o n t a g n e .
C ' e s t ,  d i s e n t - i l s ,  un v œ u  po u r  l e u r  d e p a r t  p r o c h a i n .
M a is  aux  f l a n c s  du c o lo s s e  un p e r f id e  d e s s e i n  
De l e u r s  m e i l l e u r s  g u e r r i e r s  a  r e n f e r m e  l ' e l i t e .
E t  de s o ld a t s  a r m e s  une n o m b r e u s e  su i te .
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  m e d i a t i o n  on so l i tude  (XI, 4, 11. 2 2 -40 )  and  h i s  d e s c r i p ­
t io n  of n a t u r a l  p h e n o m e n a  (l, 22, 11. 24 -32)  r e v e a l  s o m e  t r a i t s  of 
V i r g i l ' s  e l e g a n c e  an d  d e l i c a c y  of s ty le ,  whi le  the  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  r e f l e c ­
t io n  to the  e f fec t  tha t
F o r t u n e  a v eu g le  su i t  aveu g le  h a r d i e s s e  (X, 13) 
r e - e c h o e s  V i r g i l ' s  h y p o th e t i c a l  a s s e r t i o n  in  the  t e n th  Book  of the  Æ n e i d  
t h a t
112F o r t u n e  b e f r i e n d s  the  bo ld .  *
T h e  m o s t  s t r i k i n g l y  V i r g i l i a n  t e ch n iq u e  t r a c e a b l e  in  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
w r i t i n g s  i s  the  d e v ice  of concluding  h i s  w o r k s  w i th  an  ep i logue  a l lu d in g
to  p a r a l l e l  p o l i t i c a l  and  so c ia l  e v e n t s .  T h u s  the s p i r i t  of V i r g i l ' s
ep i logue  in  th e  f o u r th  Book of G e o r g i e s  :
T r a v a u x  féconds  des  c h a m p s ,  a r b r e s ,  e s s a i m s ,  t r o u p e a u x .
A i n s i  je  vous  c h a n ta i s ,  t a n d is  q u 'a  s e s  d r a p e a u x  
A u g u s t e ,  v e r s  l 'E u p h r a t e ,  e n c h a î n a i t  la  v i c t o i r e .
D onna i t  d e s  lo is  au m o n d e  éb lou i  de sa  g lo i r e .
E t  m a r c h a i t  v e r s  l 'O ly m p e  ou l ' a t t e n d e n t  l e s  d ieux .
A l o r s  m ' a b r i t a i t ,  m o i ,  V i r g i l e  i n g lo r i eu x .
L a  b e l l e  P a r t h e n o p e ;  e t ,  dans  la  so l i tude .
J e  c h a r m a i s  d o u c em e n t  m e s  l o i s i r s  p a r  l ' e t u d e .
Moi qu i,  j e u n e ,  e s s a y a i ,  s u r  d e s  p ipeaux  l é g e r s ^
De c h a n t e r ,  en  jouan t ,  l e s  a m o u r s  de s  b e r g e r s .  ^
w a s  a d a p te d  by  L a  F o n ta in e  in h i s  ep i logue  a t  the  end  of the  e l ev e n th
Book of F a b l e s  :
C ' e s t  a i n s i  que m a  m u s e ,  aux  b o r d s  d 'u n e  onde p u r e .
T r a d u i s a i t  en langue  d e s  d ieux 
T o u t  ce que d i s e n t  sous  l e s  c ieux  
T a n t  d ' ê t r e s  e m p r u n t a n t  l a  vo ix  de la  n a t u r e . . . .
J e  l e s  f a i s a i s  s e r v i r  d ' a c t e u r s  en m o n  o u v r a g e  :
C a r  tou t  p a r l e  d a n s  l ' u n i v e r s ;
Il n ' e s t  r i e n  qui n ' a i t  son  l a n g a g e . . .
111. V i r g i l e ,  M , , Op.  C i t . , t .  II, p .  88, Eneide-, II
112. I b i d . , t .  II. E n é id e ,  X. '
113. Ibid,  j t . I ,  pp .  346-347 ,  G e o r g i q u e s ,  IV. • •
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P e n d a n t  le  doux e m p lo i  de m a  m u s e  in n o c e n te ,
L o u i s  dom p te  l 'E u r o p e ,  e t  d 'u n e  m a i n  p u i s s a n t e  
Il  condu i t  a l e u r  f in l e s  p lu s  n o b le s  p r o j e t s  
Q u ' a i t  j a m a i s  f o r m e s  un m o n a r q u e .
T h e s e  e x a m p l e s  of g r a c e f u l  and  h a r m o n i o u s  v e r s e ,  a b i l i t y  to e x p r e s s
in  s i m p l e ,  n a t u r a l  t e r m s  a wide  r a n g e  of h u m a n  e m o t i o n s ,  t e c h n i c a l
sk i l l  and  m a s t e r f u l  c o m m a n d  of poe t ic  d e v ic e s ,  w h ich  d i s t i n g u i s h  L a
F o n t a i n e ' s  b e s t  p o e t r y ,  owe s o m e th in g  to the  in f lu en ce  of V i r g i l ' s
v e r s e .  H o r a c e  too could  a ch ie v e  s i m i l a r  e f f e c t s .  But  w h e r e a s  he  did
so w i thou t  d r o p p in g  the  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  tone ,  V i r g i l  e m p lo y e d  a l l  h i s
p o w e r s  of e lo q u en ce  to endow w ith  d ign i ty  an d  e l e g a n c e  th e  s i m p l e s t
ev en t  of e v e r y d a y  l i f e .  T h i s  i s  w ha t  he  s h a r e s  in  c o m m o n  w i th  L a
F  on ta ine .
B u t  if  o u r  p o e t ' s  l i t e r a r y  t a s t e s  and  poe t ic  s ty le  s u g g e s t  the  i n ­
f lu e n c e  of V i r g i l  an d  H o r a c e ,  h i s  s c ie n t i f i c  c u r i o s i t y  a n d  e p i c u r e a n  a p ­
p r o a c h  to l ife m a k e  h i m  a d i s c ip le  of L u c r e t i u s .  T h e  c l e a r e s t  e v id e n c e  
of L u c r e t i a n  in f luence  on the i n t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  of the  poe t  i s  s e e n  
in  the  P o e m e  du Quinquina  . In an  e v o ca t iv e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  p r a y e r  to  the  
M u s e s ,  he  m o d e s t l y  c o n f e s s e s  h i s  in c o m p e te n c e  to  h a n d le  so  s c i e n t i f i c  
a n d  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  a t h e m e ,  and  a s k s  fo r  i n s p i r a t i o n  a n d  gu idance  in  h i s
t a s k  a s  a d i s c i p l e  of L u c r e t i u s ,  the  m o d e l  of s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  o r i e n t a t e d  
115p o e t s .
T h e  i n t r o d u c t o r y  l i n e s  of the  F a b l e ,  L 'A lo u e t t e  e t  s e s  p e t i t s
(IV, 22) r e c a l l  L u c r e t i u s '  i n v o ca t io n  of N a t u r e  in  T h e  N a t u r e  of 
1X6T h i n g s . L a  F o n ta in e  s h a r e s  L u c r e t i u s '  love  of s o l i tu d e  an d  m e n t a l
p e a c e ,  a s  c a n  be  s e e n  f r o m  the a f f in i ty  of th ough t  b e t w e e n  the  fo l lowing
r e f l e c t i o n  on the t h e m e  by  L u c r e t i u s  :
C a r  i l  f au t  n é c e s s a i r e m e n t  que la  N a t u r e  d e s  D ieu x  
j o u i s s e  p a r  e l l e - m ê m e  de l ' h e u r e u x  a v a n ta g e  de 
l ' i m m o r t a l i t é ,  dans  une t r a n q u i l l i t é  p a r f a i t e ,  s a n s  
a l t e r a t i o n ,  et  q u ' i l s  so ien t  e x e m p t s  de d o u l e u r s ,  
s a n s  c r a i n t e  de s  p e r i l s ;  i l s  sont s a t i s f a i t s  de l e u r s  
p r o p r e s  b i e n S . . . ^ ^ ^
a n d  the  p ro lo g u e  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  o p e r a .  Daphne  :
114. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t .  , p.  161, F a b l e s , XI,  (E pi logue)
115. Ib id .  , p . 373.
116. L u c r è c e ,  C . T . ,  De la  N a t u r e  d e s  C h o s e s ,  (èdit  E d o u a r d  M ie le t ) ,
P a r i s ,  1889, L i v r e  I.  ; - , . .
117. I b i d . ,  L i v r e  !.. . . .  . • r
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Ce qui f a i t  le  b o n h e u r  des  Dieux ,
C ' e s t  de n ' a v o i r  aucune  a f f a i r e .
N e  point s o u f f r i r ,
N e  poin t m o u r i r ,  _
E t  ne  r i e n  f a i r e .  . . . .
T h e  e p i c u r e a n  a t t i tu d e  and  in t e l l e c t u a l  co n ce p t io n  of d e a th  which  the
poe t  a d o p t s  in  th e  s ec o n d  c o l l e c t io n  of f a b le s  w a s  due  to the  in f luence
of L ' u c r e t i u s .  F o r  the  l a t t e r ,  dea th  is  only  a f ina l  an d  u n d i s t u r b e d  
r e s t  w h ich  shou ld  n e i t h e r  be  f e a r e d  n o r  r e g r e t t e d .  P e o p l e  shou ld  d e ­
p a r t  f r o m  th i s  l i f e  a s  if f r o m  a b a n q u e t  ha l l ,  t hank ing  t h e i r  m o t h e r  
n a t u r e  f o r  the  q u ie t  r e s t  g r a n t e d  to t h e m .  He w r i t e s  :
. . . .  P o u r q u o i  c e s  d e u i l s ,  m o r t e l ,  et  c e s  e f f r o i s ?
E t  p o u rq u o i  s u r  t a  m o r t  g é m i r  a v ec  d e s  l a r m e s ?
L e s  j o u r s  de ton  p a s s e  n ' e u r e n t - i l s  poin t  de c h a r m e s ?
L e  b o n h e u r ,  c o m m e  l ' e a u  dans  un v a s e  fendu.
A - t - i l  fu i  tou t  e n t i e r ,  tou t  e n t i e r  r é p a n d u ?
A l o r s ,  que ne  s o r s - t u ,  convive  soûl  de v ie  q *
I n s e n s é ,  p r e n d s  enf in  ton  r e p o s  s a n s  env ie .
L a  F o n ta in e  w as  to  take  up th i s  idea  in  the  fab le  of L a  M o r t  et  le  
120M o u r a n t  We sh a l l  r e t u r n  to it in ou r  e x a m i n a t i o n  of the  p o e t ' s
a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  dea th  in the  f a b l e s  of 1678.
M ean w h i le  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  to no te  tha t  h i s  t e n d e n c y  to  s y m p a t h i z e  
w i th  the  o p p r e s s e d  and  the  u n d e rd o g  (VII, 1 ; XII,  21),  h i s  a v e r s i o n  f o r  
a l l  f o r m s  of d o g m a t ic  ph i losophy ,  c h a r l a t a n i s m  and  occu l t  s p e c u la t i o n s  
(VII, 15; VIII , 16), h i s  love of m o d e r a t i o n  an d  r a t i o n a l  j u d g e m e n t  a s  
op p o sed  to  s e n t i m e n t ,  and  h i s  id e n t i f i c a t io n  of p l e a s u r e  w i th  th e  j u d i ­
c ious  e n jo y m e n t  of the  s im p le  th ings  of l if e  ; g a m e s ,  m u s i c ,  r e a d i n g ,
121
c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  love  an d  the  b e a u ty  of n a t u r e ,  a l l  t h e s e  t r a i t s  of 
c h a r a c t e r  h av e  s o m e th in g  to do w i th  the  p o e t ' s  im b ib in g  of the  s p i r i t  
of the  L u c r e t i a n  p h i lo sophy  of . l i fe .
W h e r e a s  the  in f luence  of L u c r e t i u s  on the  l i t e r a r y  a n d  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  F o n ta in e  can  be c l e a r l y  a s s e s s e d ,  th e  s a m e  
a s s e r t i o n  canno t  be  m a d e  in  the  c a s e  of the  f a b u l i s t ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th
118. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 326.
119. L u c r e c e ,  C . T . ,  Op. C i t . ,  p .  117, L i v r e  III, 11. 904^910.
120. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 127, F a b l e s  , VIII , 1, II. 51 -53 .
121. Ib id .  , p.  453. P s y c h é , II, 11. 775 - 778.
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S e n e c a .  T h e  l a t t e r  w as  am o n g  the  a n c i e n t  L a t i n  a u t h o r s ,  o f ten  quo ted  
b y  R e n a i s s a n c e  m o r a l i s t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  M o n ta ig n e .  T he  p o p u la r i t y  
of S e n e c a  co n t inued  f a r  into  the s e v e n te e n th  c e n t u r y  w h en  m a n y  of the  
l e a d in g  w r i t e r s  found in h i s  s h a r p  and  s a g a c io u s  m i n d  a fo u n ta in  of 
i n s p i r a t i o n
A u XVI s i e c l e ,  en F r a n c e ,  Seneque  e s t  e s t i m e  de 
to u s ,  p a r t i c u l i è r e m e n t  de M on ta ig n e .  On le p r é f é r é  
m ê m e  a C ic e r o n ,  e t  l e s  g r a n d s . - l e t t r e s  du XVII^ ,  
c o m m e  C o r n e i l l e ,  R a c in e ,  B o i leau ,  D e s c a r t e s ,  M a l e -  
b r a n c h e .  L a  Mothe le  V a y e r ,  pou r  n e  c i t e r  que c e u x -  
là ,  lu i  font de s  e m p r u n t s ,  s ' i n s p i r e n t  de s e s  p e n s é e s ,
s i  b i e n  que s e s  L e t t r e s  a L u c i l i u s  t r o u v è r e n t ,  en  ce
s i e c l e ,  t r o i s  t r a d u c t e u r s  é r u d i t s  ; M a l h e r b e ,  Du R y e r  
e t  P i n t r e l .
T h e  t h i r d  t r a n s l a t o r  of S en eca ,  n a m e d  above ,  i t  w i l l  be  r e c a l l e d ,  w a s  
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  c ous in ,  and  i t  w a s  th ro u g h  h i m  th a t  the  poe t  b e c a m e
m o r e  f a m i l i a r  wi th  the  E p i s t l e s  of S e n e ca .  He c o l l a b o r a t e d  w i th  P i n ­
t r e l  by  supp ly ing  the  F r e n c h  r e n d e r i n g s  of the  L a t i n  v e r s e s  quo ted  by  
S e n e c a .  But th i s  c o l l a b o ra t io n ,  s ig n i f ic a n t  though i t  i s ,  d o e s  no t  m a k e  
i t  a n y  e a s i e r  to a s s e s s  the  d e g r e e  of in f luence  w h ich  S e n e c a ' s  w o r k  
e x e r c i s e d  on the  f o r m a t i o n  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  m i n d  an d  a r t .  T h i s  i s  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  so b e c a u s e  of the  c lo se  a f f in i ty  of though t  b e tw e e n  the  
L a t i n  a u th o r  an d  M onta igne  both  of w hom  w e r e  o u r  p o e t ' s  m e n t o r s .
T h u s  i t  i s  no t  e a s y  to say  fo r  s u r e  w h e t h e r  h i s  s c e p t i c a l  t u r n  of m in d ,  
h i s  i d e a s  on d e a th  in  the  f i r s t  c o l l e c t io n  of f a b l e s  an d  h i s  p r u d e n t  a p ­
p r o a c h  to  l i fe  in  g e n e r a l  w e r e  due to a d i r e c t  in f lu en ce  f r o m  h i s  
r e a d in g  of S e n e ca  o r  w e r e  t r a n s m i t t e d  th ro u g h  M o n ta ig n e .  T h e  t r u t h  
s e e m s  to be  t h a t  he  d re w  i n s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  bo th  a u t h o r s .  In th e  c o u r s e  
of h i s  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  with  P i n t r e l  he  d e lv ed  deep  in to  S e n e c a ' s  L e t t e r s  
to  L u c i l i u s . One of the  s t r i k in g  p a s s a g e s  in  t h i s  w o r k  i s  th e  a u t h o r ' s  
e m o t iv e  r e f l e c t i o n  on dea th  :
P a r a l y s e  m a  m a in !  p a r a l y s e  m o n  p ied ,  r e n d s  m o i  
b o i teux ,  e n t a s s e  su r  m o n  dos  le  r e l i e f  d 'u n e  b o s s e ,  
é b r a n l e  m e s  d e n ts  c h a n c e l a n t e s ,  p o u rv u  que la  v ie  
m e  r e s t e ,  c ' e s t  biengl^^ C o n s e r v e  la  m o i ,  d u s s e - j e  
ê t r e  c loue  en c ro ix l
122. Godchot,  G . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  e t  S eneque ,  P a r i s ,  1930, p . 42.
123. S énèque ,  L . A . ,  L e t t r e s  à L u c i l i u s ,  T e x te  é tab l i ,  t r a d u i t  et
a n n o té  p a r  F r a n ç o i s  et  P i e r r e  R i c h a r d ,  P a r i s ,  ( G a r n i e r )
1932, t .  III, p. 123 :( L e t t r e  G 1).
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T h e s e  l i n e s  i n s p i r e d  the  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  m e d i t a t i o n  w i th  wh ich  L a  F o n ­
t a in e  c o n c lu d e d  h i s  fab le .  L e  M o r t  e t  le  B û c h e r o n  ;
L e  t r é p a s  v ien t  tout  g u é r i r ;
M a i s  ne bougeons  d 'ou  nous  s o m m e s .
P l u t ô t  s o u f f r i r  qu6 m o u r i r  
C ' e s t  la  d e v i s e  d e s  h o m m e s .
In one  of h i s  w r i t i n g s  on n a t u r e ,  S e n e ca  c o n c e iv e s  t h u n d e r  a s  a  p u n i s h ­
m e n t  f r o m  the  gods  to  m a n k in d
L e s  p r e m i e r s  d i s en t  que la  f o u d r e  e s t  l a n c e e  p a r  J  u p i t e r .
I l s  a t t r i b u e n t  a ce  d ieu  d e s  c a r r e a u x  de t r o i s  e spece?  L e  
p r e m i e r ,  a f f i r m e n t - i l  s,  donne d e s  a v e r t i s s e m e n t s  b i e n ­
f a i s a n t s  et  J u p i t e r ,  p o u r  l ' e n v o y e r ,  ne  p r e n d  c o n s e i l  que 
de l u i - m ê m e .  I l  e s t  v r a i  q u ' i l  l an ce  a u s s i  le  second;  
m a i s  i l  ag i t  s u r  l ' a v i s  de son  c o n se i l ,  c a r  i l  s e  fa i t  
a s s i s t e r  de douze d ieux .  C e t te  foud re  n ' e s t  p a s  s an s  
p r o d u i r e  que lquefo is  un h e u r e u x  effet;  m a i s  m e m e  a l o r s  
e l le  c a u s e  des  d o m m a g e s  et l e s  se rv ices  q u ' e l l e  r e n d  ne^ 
son t  p a s  g r a t u i t s .  C ' e s t  e n c o r e  J u p i t e r  qui envoie  le  
t r o i s i è m e  c a r r e a u ,  m a i s  i l  ne  le f a i t  q u ' a p r è s  a v o i r  
convoque  ceux  que l e s  E t r u s q u e s  a p p e l l e n t  d ieu x  s u p é r i e u r s  
et  v o i l e s .  Ce c a r r e a u  r a v a g e  en effe t  l e s  ob je t s  q u ' i l  
f r a p p e ;  en  tou t  c a s ,  i l  ne l a i s s e  j a m a i s  t e l l e s  q u e l l e s  l e s  
c o n d i t io n s  de la  v ie  p r i v é e  e t  de la  v ie  pub l ique .  C a r  le  
feu  ne  p e r m e t  a r i e n  de r e s t e r  ce q u ' i l  é ta i t  j u s q u e - l a .
A  r e c o l l e c t i o n  of th i s  p a s s a g e  w as  c e r t a i n l y  a t  the  b ack  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
m i n d  when  he  d e lv ed  in to  the  fo llowing m y th o lo g ic a l  s y m b o l i s m  :
J u p i t e r ,  voyan t  nos  f a u te s ,
Dit  un j o u r  du hau t  de s  a i r s  ;
" R e m p l i s s o n s  de nouveaux  h ô te s  
Les c a n to n s  de l ' u n i v e r s  
H a b i t e s  p a r  c e t t e  r a c e  
Qui m ' i m p o r t u n e  et  m e  l a s s e .
V a - t - e n ,  M e r c u r e ,  aux  e n f e r s  :
A m è n e - m o i  la  F u r i e  
L a  p lus  c r u e l l e  des  t r o i s .
R a c e  que j ' a i  t r o p  c h e r i e .
T u  p é r i r a s  ce t te  f o i s . "
T h i s  p ie c e  and  m a n y  o th e r  v e r s e s  of L a  F o n ta in e  c o n s e r v e  s o m e t h in g
of S e n e c a ' s  r h e t o r i c a l  f in i sh ,  e p i g r a m m a t i c  b r e v i t y  a n d  m o r d a n t  w i t .
124. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p.  80, F  a b l e s , I, 16, 11. 1 6 -2 0 .
125. s é n è q u e ,  L . A .  Q u e s t io n s  N a t u r e l l e s ,  T e x te  é t a b l i  et  t r a d u i t  p a r
P a u l  O l t r a m a r e ,  P a r i s ,  (L es  B e l l e s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1929, 1.1, 
pp.  9 0 -9 1 .
126. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 135, F a b l e s  , VIII, 20,  11. 1 -13 .
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T h i s ,  h o w e v e i ,  does  not m e a n  th a t  the  poe t  n e c e s s a r i l y  a c q u i r e d  • 
t h e s e  s k i l l s  f r o m  S e n e c a ' s  w o r k s  a lo n e .  O th e r  a u t h o r s  a l r e a d y  m e n ­
t io n e d  a l s o  in f lu en ced  the  f o r m a t i o n  of t h e s e  a s p e c t s  of h i s  poe t ic  
s ty le ,  g iven  the f ac t  tha t  h i s  d i v e r s i f i e d  r e a d i n g s  p r o d u c e d  a  c u m u l a ­
t ive  e f fec t .
But when  i t  c o m e s  to  d i s c u s s i n g  the  f o r m a t i o n  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
p r o s e  s ty le ,  it i s  to C ic e r o ,  the  g r e a t  e s s a y i s t  and  o r a t o r ,  t h a t  we 
m u s t  t u r n .  The  l a t t e r  w as  a s e r i o u s  s tuden t  of G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e  an d  
p h i lo so p h y ,  m u c h  of which  he t r a n s l a t e d  in h i s  w o r k s .  T h e r e  i s  no  
doubt  t h a t  the  p r e d o m in a n t ly  G r e e k  c h a r a c t e r  of h i s  w r i t i n g s  c o n t r i ­
b u te d  to  a t t r a c t i n g  our  poet to h i s  w o r k s ,  f o r  L a  F o n t a i n e  u s u a l l y  a p ­
p r o a c h e d  G r e e k  l i t e r a t u r e  th ro u g h  L a t in  t r a n s l a t i o n s .  In  a  l e t t e r  to 
M a u c r o i x ,  d a te d  O c to b e r  26, 1693, he  d i s c u s s e s  a . n u m b e r  of L a t i n  
a u t h o r s  w h o se  w o r k s  he  would  l ik e  to have  t r a n s l a t e d  in to  F r e n c h ,  
an d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  m e n t io n s  th e  O ff i ce s  of C i c e r o ,  g iv ing  r e a s o n s  f o r  
h i s  p r e f e r e n c e .
C ' e s t  pou r  c e la  que je  t ' e x h o r t e  à t r a d u i r e  l e s  O f f i ce s
de C i c e r o n .  . .
A l though  he  q uo te s  C i c e r o  in s u p p o r t  of h i s  a r g u m e n t  on the  l i c e n t io u s -
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n e s s  of the  C o n t e s , he does  not s e e m  to have  fu l ly  a p p r e c i a t e d  th e  
o r a t o r ' s  d i v e r s i f i e d  and  p e n e t r a t i n g  m e n t a l i t y  un t i l  l a t e r  in l i f e ,  w h en  
he  i m i t a t e d  the  e s s a y i s t ' s  p r o s e  s ty le  in the  C o m p a r a i s o n  d 'A l e x a n d r e ,  
de c é s a r  et  de M o n s i e u r  le  P r i n c e  (1684). C i c e r o ,  though  a l e s s
p ro found  t h i n k e r  than  e i t h e r  L u c r e t i u s  o r  S e n e ca ,  c a p t i v a t e d  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  o ld - a g e  fancy .  T he  e x p r e s s i v e  p r o s e  and  p o w e r fu l  o r a t o r y  of 
th e  L a t i n  e s s a y i s t  and  p o l i t i c ia n  i m p r e s s e d  h im  so  m u c h  that ,  he  b e ­
c a m e  e n a m o u r e d  of h i s  s ty le  and  r e g a r d e d  h i m  a s  a m o d e l  w o r t h y  of 
e m u la t io n .
It i s  n e c e s s a r y  to point  out,  in  c o n c lu s io n ,  t h a t  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
s e a r c h  f o r  l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s  w as  a l i f e - lo n g  p r e o c c u p a t i o n .  What we 
have  s u r v e y e d  above  w e r e  the  a u t h o r s  wi th  w hose  w o r k s  he  c a m e  in 
c o n ta c t  d u r in g  the  in i t i a l  s t age  of the  e x p lo r a t i o n  w h ich  took  the  b e t t e r  
p a r t  of a d ozen  y e a r s  (1642 - 1654).  He  took  s o m e t h in g  out of n e a r l y
127. L a  F o n ta in o ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 63 : 'A M. de M a u c r o i x " .
128. Ib id .  , p. 178 '
129. Ibid .  p. 520.
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e v e r y  w o r k  he  r e a d  fo r  the  i m p r o v e m e n t  of h i s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s k i l l .
But h i s  v o c a t i o n a l  t a k e - o f f  w a s  to  w a i t  f o r  the  s ig n i f i c a n t  c o n tac t  w i th  
the  w o r k s  of T e r e n c e  and  Ovid  f r o m  which  he w a s  to  d r a w  i n s p i r a t i o n  
f o r  h i s  e a r l i e s t  known e f fo r t  in  d r a m a t i c  and  h e r o i c  p o e t r y  r e s p e c t i v e ­
ly.  '
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■ 3. T he  L i t e r a r y  T a k e - o f f  
A t t e m p t  a t  D r a m a t i c  P o e t r y :  L 'Eunuque  (1654)
T h e  e a r l i e s t ,  tang ib le  p ro d u c t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  s e a r c h  f o r
l i t e r a r y  m o d e l s  w a s  h i s  ad ap ta t io n  in  1654 of T e r e n c e ' s  co m ed y ,  th e
Eunuchus .  H i s  cho ice  of T e r e n c e  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g .  T h e  l a t t e r
w a s  one of the  few L a t in  c o m ic  p l a y w r ig h t s  w h o se  w o r k s  i n s p i r e d
s e v e r a l  F r e n c h  c o m e d i e s .  A s  e a r l y  a s  1566, B o u r l i e r  p r o d u c e d  a
b e au t i fu l  t r a n s l a t i o n  of the  E u n u ch u s  and  in 1573, a n o t h e r  F r e n c h  w r i t e r ,
Ba'if, p u b l i s h e d  a F r e n c h  v e r s e  a d a p ta t i o n  of the  s a m e  c o m ed y .  In
1647, the  Q r a t o r i a n , L e  M a i s t r e  de S acy  a l s o  t r a n s l a t e d  t h r e e  o t h e r
p la y s  of T e r e n c e ,  and  M enage  p u b l i s h e d  h i s  f a m o u s  M i s c e l l a n e a  on th e
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s u b je c t  of h i s  c o n t r o v e r s y  wi th  d 'A u b ig n ac  o v e r  T e r e n c e ' s  c o m e d i e s  
(1652).  T h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  doubt tha t  t h e s e  w o r k s  s e r v e d  L a  F o n ta in e  a s
u s e f u l  s o u r c e s  of i n f o r m a t io n  on h i s  L a t i n  m o d e l  a s  w e l l  a s  in f l u e n c e d
h i s  han d l in g  of h i s  own v e r s i o n  of the  p lay .  T h e  t e x t s  e s t a b l i s h e d  by  
B o u r l i e r  and  B a i f  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p e r t i n e n t ,  c o n s i d e r i n g  the  s t r i k i n g  
p a r a l l e l s  b e t w e e n  th e m  and  o u r  p o e t ' s  L 'E u n u q u e . A few e x a m p l e s  of 
t h i s  s i m i l a r i t y  m a y  he lp  to i l l u s t r a t e  the  poin t :
C 'e n  e s t  fa i t ,  vous  ê t e s  p e r d u . . . .  ( B o u r l i e r ,  I, ii)
C ' e s t  f a i t  : vous  en a l l e z  ê t r e  p e r d u .  . . (Baïf ,  I, ii)
C 'e n  e s t  fa i t ,  v o t r e  p e r t e  e s t  c e r t a i n e .  (La  F o n t a i n e ,  I, 1)
,  . A
Un c e r t a i n  m a r c h a n d  fi t  p r e s e n t  a m a  m e r e  d 'u n e  f i l l e .
E l l e  d i s a i t  le  nom  de son p e r e  e t  de sa  m e r e .  . .  ( B o u r l i e r ,  I ,  ii)
A m a  m e r e  un m a r c h a n d  donna une p e t i t e  f i l l e .
E l l e  nous  d it  l e s  n o m s  de p e r e  e t  m e r e .  . . . (Baïf ,  I, ii)
On l e u r  f i t  un p r e s e n t  d 'une  f i l l e  i n c o n n u e . . .  130
E l l e  nous  dit  son nom ,  ce lu i  de s e s  p a r e n t s .  . .  (L a  F o n t a i n e ,  I, ii)
T h e s e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  in  p h r a s e  p a t t e r n  an d  e w n  in  the  u s e  of w o r d s  s u g g e s t
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  had  not only the  L a t i n  o r i g i n a l  bu t  a l s o  the  F r e n c h
m o d e l s  of the  c o m e d y  open b e f o r e  h i m  a s  he  w r o t e  h i s  own v e r s i o n .
T he  t h e m e  of T e r e n c e ' s  p lay  c e n t r e s  a r o u n d  p r o s t i t u t i o n ,  c o r r u p ­
t i o n  and  v io l e n c e .  Two r i v a l s ,  P h a e d r i a  and  T h r a s o  a r e  vying f o r  the  
f a v o u r s  of a w o m a n  of e a s y  v i r t u e ,  T h a i s .  E a c h  of t h e  r i v a l s  h a s  a
c o l l a b o r a t o r  in  the  p e r s o n s  of P a r m e n o  and  G ra th o ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y .  A l l
130. Ba’if, J e a n - A n t o i n e  de.  Œ u v r e s ,  (ed i t .  M a r t y - L a v e a u x ) ,  P a r i s ,  1568, 
t ,  Iv, pp.  6, 11.
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p o s s i b l e  m e a n s  inc luding  gif ts  a r e  u s e d  to  f l a t t e r  a n d  s e d u c e  T h a i s .
P h a e d r i a  g iv e s  h e r  a p r e t t y  s lave  g i r l ,  P a m p h i l a ,  an d  T h r a s o  o f f e r s
a eunuch .  Pamphila 's  c h a r m s  a t t r a c t  t h e  lu s t f u l  e y e s  of P h a e d r i a ' s
y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r ,  C hae rea ,  who d i s g u i s e s  h i m s e l f  a s  a  eunuch ,  s t e a l s
in to  T h a i s '  r o o m  and  r a p e s  P a m p h j l a .  T h e n  t h e r e  i s  a  "Coup  de
t h e a t r e "  w h ich  u s h e r s  in  a h appy  c o n c lu s io n  : P a m p h i l a  i s  a f t e r  a l l
131no t  a  s l a v e  and  i s  m a r r i e d  to ChaerCAand T h a i s  to  P h a e d r i a .
T e r e n c e ' s  aud ien ce  en joyed  the  c o m e d y  w i thou t  the  l e a s t
s t ing  of m o r a l  c o n s c i e n c e .  But the  s a m e  d e g r e e  of a c c e p t a n c e  cou ld  
no t  be e x p e c t e d  f r o m  the s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  F r e n c h  pub l ic  f o r  w h o m  
L a  F o n t a i n e  w r o t e .  T a k e n  a s  i t  w a s ,  the  L a t in  m o d e l  w ou ld  v io l a t e  
the  c l a s s i c a l  r u l e s  of d e ce n c y  an d  p r o b a b i l i t y .  So in  a d a p t in g  i t ,  o u r  
poe t  c a r e f u l l y  r e m o v e d  any  a s p e c t  of i t s  p lo t  o r  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  w h ic h  
would  a p p e a r  to h i s  h igh ly  s e n s i t i v e  F r e n c h  a u d ien c e  a s  v u l g a r ,  i n d e ­
cen t  o r  i m p r o b a b l e .  In p lace  of p r o s t i t u t i o n  and  r a p e ,  he  s u b s t i t u t e s  
a  love  i n t r i g u e  b e tw ee n  two p a i r s  of l o v e r s ;  T h a i s  a n d  P h a e d r i a  on one 
s ide ,  P a m p h i l a  and  C h a e r e a '• on the  o th e r .  T h a i s  i s  no l o n g e r  a  c o u r ­
t e s a n  but a young widow, beau t i fu l  and  r e s p e c t a b l e  enough to be  
P h a e d r i a ' s  w ife .  P a m p h i l a ' s  p a r t  too ,  b e c o m e s  m o r e  p r o n o u n c e d  in  h e r  
new  r o l e  a s  T h a i s '  ad o p ted  s i s t e r  w hom  she is  t r y i n g  to  f r e e  f r o m  
T h r a s o ' s  t y r a n n y  by  t o l e r a t i n g  the  l a t t e r ' s a m o r o u s  a d v a n c e s  t o w a r d s  
h e r s e l f  w i thou t  c o m p r o m i s i n g  h e r  t r u e  love fo r  P h a e d r i a .  P a m p h i l a  
is  no lo n g e r  t a k e n  by  f o r c e  but i s  gen t ly  w ooed  a n d  lo v e d  by  C h a e re a
b e f o r e  b e in g  m a r r i e d  to h im .
T h i s  s k i l l  in a d ap ta t io n  is  a l r e a d y  a p r o m i s i n g  s t a r t  f o r  o u r  a s ­
p i r i n g  young w r i t e r .  T h e r e  i s  no doubt  t h a t  L 'E u n u q u e , a s  a p r o d u c t  
of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f o r m a t i v e  p e r io d ,  does  not s e e m  to  h a v e  qu i te  s u c c e s s ­
fu l ly  r e c a p t u r e d  th e  e x c e l l e n c e  and  p e n e t r a t i n g  p s y c h o lo g i c a l  a n a l y s i s  
of th e  L a t i n  m o d e l .  Indeed  the  p o e t  h i m s e l f  s p e a k s  r a t h e r  a p o l o g e t i c a l ­
ly  of h i s  own v e r s i o n  of the  c o m e d y  a s
 ^ 132
Une m e d i o c r e  copie  d 'u n  e x c e l l e n t  o r ig i n a l
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  in  sp i te  of i t s  d e f i c i e n c i e s  a n d  a p p a r e n t  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s ,  
the  c o m e d y  w a s  a s ign i f ican t  beg inn ing .  A p a r t  f r o m  the  t r a i n i n g  i t
131. T e r e n c e ,  P . A . ,  The C o m e d ie s  of T e r e n c e ,  ( t r a n s .  by  J o h n
S a rg e a u n t ) ,  London  (M a c m i l l a n  & C o . ) ,  1912, vo l .  I . ,  p . 235, 
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132, L a  F p n t a i n e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 297, L 'E u n u q u e , ( A v e r t i s s e m e n t )
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gave  the  p o e t  in  love po e t ry ,  L 'Eunuque  a l s o  h e lp e d  to r e v e a l  w ha t  h i s  
a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  love w as  to b e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i t  w as  no t  by  s h e e r  
c h a n c e  th a t  h e  fa i th fu l ly  t r a n s c r i b e s  h i s  m o d e l ' s  r e f l e c t i o n s  on love  
v i s - a - v i s  p e r s o n a l  conven ience  and  l i b e r t y  :
I 133L ' A m o u r  a . s e s  p l a i s i r s  a u s s i  b ie n  que s e s  p e in e s .
H o w e v e r  g r e a t  the  p l e a s u r e s  of love m a y  be ,  i n s i s t s  T e r e n c e ,  th e y  a r e
poor e x c h a n g e s  fo r  o n e ' s  p e r s o n a l  l i b e r ty ;  th i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  the  id ea
w h ich  o u r  poe t  e x p r e s s e s  in the  fo llowing  l in e s  :
Q uan t  au x  b ie n s ,  ce  souc i  n ' e n t r e  point  d a n s  m o n  â m e ;
E t  je  ne  p r e t e n d s  pas  m e  v e n d r e  a  que lque  f e m m e  
Qui,  m ' a y a n t  a c h e té  p o u r  m e  d o n n e r  la  lo i ,  ^
Se c r o i r a i t  en pouvoir  de d i s p o s e r  de m o i .
L a  F o n t a i n e  cou ld  e a s i l y  have  m o d i f i e d  o r  c o m p le t e ly  c h an g e d  th i s  l i n e
of though t  a s  he  did  the  o th e r  d e t a i l s  of the  L a t in  c o m ed y .  But h e  d id
not,  an d  the  r e a s o n  is  s im p le .  T he  idea  su i t s  h i s  own t e m p e r a m e n t
a n d  n a t u r a l  a t t i t u d e  to the  s u b jec t  of love .  T h i s  a t t i tu d e  w i l l  b e c o m e
c l e a r e r  a s  we e x a m i n e  the  ph i lo sophy  beh ind  h i s  C o n te s  and  v iew s-  on
m a r r i a g e .  B y  im i t a t i n g  h i s  m o d e l  in  th i s  d i r e c t i o n  the  poet w a s  a l s o
g iv ing  h i m s e l f  s o m e  u se fu l  t r a i n i n g  in  the  a r t  of b lend ing  p o e t r y  w i th
m o r a l  p h i lo sophy ,  a dev ice  which is  the  v i t a l  f a c t o r  o r  the  y a r d s t i c k  f o r
m e a s u r i n g  h i s  l i t e r a r y  and  in t e l l e c t u a l  g row th .
A s  a w o r k  of a r t ,  L 'Eunuque  is  n e i t h e r  l a ck in g  in  poe t ic  a d o r n ­
m e n t  n o r  e x c e s s i v e l y  e m b e l l i s h e d .  F o l lo w in g  the  e x a m p l e  of h i s  L a t i n  
m e n t o r .  L a  F o n ta in e  m a i n t a i n s  a h ap p y  m e d i u m .  In t h i s  s e n s e ,  t h i s  
a d a p ta t i o n  b e g a n  the  d e v e lo p m en t  of th a t  ju d ic io u s  u s e  of poe t ic  a d o r n ­
m e n t  w h ich  th e  poet w as  to c a l l  into  p lay  in the  v i t a l  q u e s t i o n  of p o e t ic
e m b e l l i s h m e n t  in  the  F a b l e s . A g a in s t  the  opin ion of the  " d o c t e "  P a t r u
135
th a t  f a b l e s  sho u ld  be c o m p o se d  in  b a r e  p r o s e ,  he  would  v e r s i f y  and
ju d ic io u s ly  e m b e l l i s h  Æ s o p ' s  d r y  a p o lo g u e s .
A l though  L 'Eunuque  w as  not p a r t i c u l a r l y  s u c c e s s f u l  a s  a  co m ed y ,  
i t s  s e n s u a l  tone  announced  the  C o n te s  and  a t  the  s a m e  t i m e  a f f o r d e d  L a  
F o n ta in e  a  good d e a l  of p r a c t i c e  in the  dua l  t e ch n iq u e  of c o n d e n s a t io n
133. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 298, L 'E u n u q u e , A c t e - I ,  s cen e  I, 1 .58
134. I b i d . ,  p.  298, A c te  I, s c e n e  1, U. 80-83
135. Ibid.  pp. 66 -68 ,  F a b l e s , ( P r é f a c e ^  1668)
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an d  a m p l i f i c a t i o n  which  he would n e e d  fo r  the  t a l e s  and  f a b l e s .  F r o m  
the  po in t  of v iew  of the  d e v e lo p m e n t  of t h e m e s  too,  L 'Eunuque  w a s  a 
f o r e r u n n e r  of the  C o n t e s . P h a e d r i a ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  e x p lo i t s  the  s e d u c ­
t iv e  p o w e r  of m o n e y  and gi ft s  o v e r  v a l e t s  in  o r d e r  to s e c u r e  t h e i r
I 136
c o - o p e r a t i o n  in  h i s  s ch e m in g  to ga in  the  f a v o u r s  of T h a i s .  A n d
the  l a t t e r  h e r s e l f  a c c e p t s  f l i r t in g ,  d e c e i t  and  h y p o c r i s y  a s  l e g i t i m a t e  
f e m in in e  w e a p o n s  in love in t r ig u e  :
137M a is  quoil  la  t r o m p e r i e  e s t  p e r m i s e  en  a m o u r .
T h e s e  a t t i t u d e s  w e r e  p r o to ty p e s  of the  s e r i e s  of t r i c k s ,  s c a n d a lo u s
s e x u a l  t w i s t s  and  t u r n s  th a t  w e r e  to be  c h r o n i c l e d  in  the  C o n te s .  T h e
s c e n e  in  w h ich  P y th i a s  o v e r h e a r s  the  t a i l  end  of C h a e r e a ' s  i n t i m a t e
138c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i th  P a m p h i l a  a l r e a d y  e n a c t s  the  s i tu a t io n  in  w h ich
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J o e  onde w a s  to  s u r p r i s e  C u r t a d e  and  the  Q ueen .  L e s s  p e r c e p t i b l e
bu t  e q u a l l y  r e a l  is  the  i m p o r t a n c e  of L 'Eunuque  a s  the  i n c u b a t o r  in
w h ich  m a n y  i d e a s  and  a t t i t u d e s ,  d e v e lo p e d  l a t e r  in  the  F a b l e s , w e r e
h a t c h e d .  T h a i s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  w a s  the  f i r s t  of the  s e r i e s  of young
w idow s who w ould  f e a t u r e  in  the  f a b l e s .  She i s  h a l f - w a y  b e tw e e n
C ly m e n e  who is  o b s t in a te ly  fa i th fu l  an d  a l m o s t  i n s e n s i t i v e  to  A c a n t e ' s  
140a d o r i n g  p a s s i o n ,  and  the  h e r o i n e  of the  f ab le  who is  e a s i l y  c o n -  
141s o led .  F o r  P h a e d r i a ,  a b s e n c e  i s  a pa infu l  e x p e r i e n c e ;  h i s  s e p a r a ­
t ion  f r o m  the  lo v e d  one is  nOt p e r m a n e n t ;  but i t  l a s t s  long enough  to
m a k e  h i m  f e e l  th e  agony of s e p a r a t i o n .  I t  i s  the  s a m e  s t o r y  t h a t  w a s
142
to  con t inue  in  the  fab le ,  L e s  deux P i g e o n s .
T r a n s p o s e d  in to  a n i m a l  co m ed y ,  the  d ia logue  b e tw e e n  the  p a r a ­
s i t e ,  Gnatho  an d  h i s  h a l f - s t a r v e d  co m p an io n ,  w ould  b e c o m e  the  fa b le
143 'of L e  L o u p  e t  le  C h i e n . G n a th o 's  r e f l e c t i o n  on " le  b e l  a r t  de f l a t -
144 145 •t e r "  a n t i c i p a t e s  the  ep i so d e  of L e  C o r b e a u  et  le  R e n a r d .  In  the
136.  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. Cit ,  p. 302,  L 'E u n u q u e , A c te  I, s c e n e  5, 1 . 4 0 0 ,
137.  Ib id .  , p.  313,  A cte  IV, s cn e  4, 1 . 1 2 3 6 .
138 .  Ib id .  , p .  312,  A c te  IV, s cen e  3.
139.  Ibid ,  p.  179,  Contes,  I, (i).
140.  I b i d . , pp.  249 - 257.
141.  Ibid,  p. 116,  F a b l e s , VI, 21.
142.  I b i d . ,  p.  140,  F a b l e s , IX ,  2.
143.  Ibid ,  p. 78,  I, 10.
144 .  Ib id .  , pp .  3 0 2 - 3 0 3 ,  L ' E u n u q u e , A c t e  II, s c è n e  1, 1 .471
145.  I b i d . ,  p. 7 5. F a b l e s ,  I  ^ 21
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s a m e  v e in ,  the  " l e ço n s  de l a  p lus  fine  e to f fe "  w h ich  Gnatho  g iv e s  h i s  
e v e n tu a l  d i s c i p l e  have  a p a r a l l e l  in  the  b i t t e r  l e s s o n  w hich  the  fox 
w ould  t e a c h  the  c ro w .
It c a n  thus  be  s ee n  tha t  L 'E u n u q u e , th i s  t r i a l  shot ,  wh ich  
p a s s e d  a l m o s t  unno t iced ,  a l r e a d y  co n ta in ed  the  g e r m s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
f u tu r e  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n s .  A l l  t h a t  the  poe t  n e e d e d  a t  t h i s  t i m e  w a s  
m o r e  e n c o u r a g e m e n t ,  g r e a t e r  s t im u la t io n  a n d  con f id en ce  in  h i m s e l f .  
T h e s e  w e r e  to  fo llow in the  wake  of h i s  ep ic  p o e m ,  A d o n i s .
T h e  p o e m  of Adon is  gave L a  F o n ta in e  the  n e c e s s a r y  t r a i n i n g  in  
the  c u l t iv a t io n  of the  h e r o i c  p a t t e r n  of w r i t i n g .  T h e  L a  F o n ta in e  t h a t  
one m e e t s  in  th i s  w o rk  is  a m o r e  conf iden t  poe t  th a n  the  a u t h o r  of 
L 'E u n u q u e . A l though  he  is  s t i l l  f e e l in g  h i s ’ w ay  in  s e a r c h  of  a p a t t e r n  
o r  g e n r e  th a t  would  su i t  h i s  t a s t e ,  t e m p e r a m e n t  a n d  t a l e n t s ,  he  i s  now 
c o m p a r a t i v e l y  m o r e  e x p e r ie n c e d ,  m o r e  f a m i l i a r  w i th  a n t iq u i ty  and  b e t ­
t e r  ab le  to m a n ip u la t e  h is  poetic  d e v i c e s .  T he  a p p l i c a t i o n  of the  l a t t e r  
to  h e r o i c  p o e t r y  w a s  to p ro d u c e  b e t t e r  r e s u l t s  th a n  in the  c a s e  of the  
d r a m a t i c  g e n r e .  T h e s e  r e s u l t s ,  the  poe t  L i m s e l f  t e l l s  u s ,  a r e  due  no t  
on ly  to  h i s  own c r e a t i v e  im a g in a t io n  b u t  m a i n l y  to h i s  long an d  a r d u o u s  
a p p r e n t i c e s h i p  in  the  t echn ique  of hand l ing  the  h e r o i c  g e n r e .
Q uand  j 'en  conçus  le d e s s e i n ,  j ' a v a i s  p l u s  d ' i m a g i n a t i o n
que ie n ' e n  a i  a u jo u r d 'h u i .  J e  m ' e t a i s  to u te  m a  v ie  .
'' J - 47e x e r c e  en ce  g e n r e  de p o e s ie  que nous  n o m m o n s  h é r o ï q u e .
T h e r e  i s  no doubt t h a t  th i s  c o n sc ie n t io u s  p r e p a r a t i o n  m a d e  h i m  m o r e
a t  h o m e  w ith  the  h e r o i c  th an  the d r a m a t i c  g e n r e .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  h e  h a s
noth ing bu t  p r a i s e s  f o r  the f o r m e r  :
C ' e s t  a s s u r é m e n t  le p lus  b e a u  de t o u s ,  le  p lu s  f l e u r i ,  
le  p lu s  s u sc e p t ib l e  d ' o r n e m e n t s ,  e t  de  c e s  f i g u r e s  n o b le s  
e t  h a r d i e s  qui font une langue  a p a r t ,  une lan g u e  a s s e z  
c h a r m a n t e  pou r  m é r i t e r  q u 'o n  l ' a p p e l l e  l a  lan g u e  d e s  
d ieux .
T h i s  c o n t r a s t s  s h a tp ly  with  the  tone  of u n c e r t a i n t y  an d  r e g r e t s  of i n ­
a d e q u a c y  w h ich  in t r o d u c e d  the  d r a m a t i c  g e n r e ,  L 'E u n u q u e .
A don is  w a s  c o m p o s e d  with  m a t e r i a l s  f r o m  n u m e r o u s  s o u r c e s  
c o v e r in g  a n c i e n t  and  m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e .  I n s p i r a t i o n  w a s  p ro b a b ly  d r a w n
146. I b i d . ,  p.  303, L 'E u n u q u e . A c te  II, s c e n e  1, 1 .471 .
147. Ib id .  p. 362, A d o n i s , ( A v e r t i s s e m e n t )
148. Ib id .  p . 362.
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f r o m  Me Hill de S a in t - G e la i s  ' E l e g i e  s u r  la  m o r t  d 'A donis  and
f r o m  the  A d o n is  of R o n s a r d .  But the  c e n t r a l  t h e m e  of the  p o e m
a s  w e l l  a s  the  bu lk  of the p h i lo so p h ic a l  m e d i t a t i o n s  in  i t  w a s  a d a p te d
f r o m  th e  M e t a m o r p h o s e s  of Ovid,  b a s e d  on the  vo lup tu o u s  love  of the
151g o d d e s s ,  V e n u s  and  a h a n d so m e  young m o r t a l ,  A d o n i s .  L ik e
T e r e n c e ,  Ovid  w a s  p opu la r  wi th  F r e n c h  w r i t e r s  f r o m  t h e  M idd le  A g e s  
to the  s e v e n te e n th  c en tu r y .  A s  a m a n ,  he  loved  p l e a s u r e  and  t e n d e d  
t o w a r d s  lo o s e  l iv ing .  He w as  n e i t h e r  a s u c c e s s f u l  h u s b a n d  n o r  f a v o u r e d  
of the  R o m a n  E m p e r o r ,  j u s t  a s  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  not ,  f o r  m o s t  of h i s  
l i f e ,  in  the  good books  of Lou is  XIV. H e r e  th en  w a s  a f o r tu i t o u s  r e ­
l a t i o n s h ip  w h ich  could  h a r d l y  fa i l  to a t t r a c t  L a  F o n ta in e  to the  w o r k s  
of Ovid .  H i s  hand l ing  of the  l a t t e r ' s w o r k  w as  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  the  w a y  
he t r e a t e d  th a t  of T e r e n c e .  Unlike  in  the  E u n u c h u s , w h e r e  he t r i e d  
to r e m a i n  fa i th fu l  to h is  m o d e l ,  h e  took  g r e a t e r  l i b e r t i e s  with* O v id ' s
w o r k  a n d  t r a n s f o r m e d  it in to  a c o m p l e t e l y  new  p i e c e .  H i s  own v e r s i o n
tAe
of A d o n i s , f o r  e x a m p le ,  shows a shif t  in e m p h a s i s  f r o m  love  and  ^ h u n ­
t ing  e x p ed i t io n  to deep  m e d i t a t i o n  on th e  b r e v i t y  of m o r t a l  l i f e .  In  
th i s  s e n s e ,  h i s  A don is  i s  m u c h  m o r e  than  a m e r e  a d a p ta t io n  of a  w o r k  
of an t iq u i ty .
T h e  p o em ,  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  m a i d e n  e f fo r t  in  the  h e r o i c  g e n r e ,  i s
doubly  h e r o i c  b e c a u s e  of the  m y th o lo g ic a l  h e r o e s  who a c t  in  i t  a n d  th e
d ign i ty  of the  p e r s o n a g e  to w hom  it  w as  o f f e r e d .  F o u q u e t  w a s  to  a l l
in t e n t s  and  p u r p o s e s  a h e r o  in the  e y e s  of o u r  poe t ,  a  m o r t a l  h e r o
w h o se  p r a i s e s  he  s ings  in the  language  of gods
V o t r e  e s p r i t  e s t  doue de t a n t  de l u m i è r e s ,  e t  f a i t  
v o i r  un goût si  exquis  et  s i  d é l i c a t  p o u r  to u s  nos  
o u v r a g e s ,  p a r t i c u l i è r e m e n t  po u r  le b e l  a r t  de 
c é l é b r e r  l e s  h o m m e s  qui vous  r e s s e m b l e n t  a v e c  le  
lan g ag e  de s  dieux.
T h e  f o r e w o r d  to the  p o e m  is  d iv ided  in to  two p a r t s .  T h e  f i r s t  p a r t
wh ich  g iv e s  a c o m p le x  de f in i t ion  of the  h e r o i c  g e n r e ,  an d  e x p la in s  how
A d o n is  f i t s  in to  i t ,  r e v e a l s  the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw e e n  the  p o e m  and  the  
1 53
F a b l e s . T he  s econd  p a r t  w h e r e  the  poe t  j u s t i f i e s  i t s  p u b l ic a t io n
149. S a i n t - G e l a i s ,  M e l l in  de,  Œ u v r e s ,  P a r i s ,  1628, t . I ,  pp.  127-132 .
150. R o n s a r d ,  P . ,  Op. Cit .  , t.  IV, pp.  2 6 -3 7 .
151. Ovid ,  P . ,  M e t a m o r p h o s e s ,  X, ( T r a n s i ,  by  G .S e w e l l ) ,  London ,  1733,
11. 537-552 .
152. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. Cit .  , p. 361, A d o n i s , (D éd icacé ) .
153. I b i d . ,  p .  362.
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i m m e d i a t e l y  a f t e r  P s y c h e  and  h i s  s e v e r i n g  i t  f r o m  the  l a t t e r ,  u n d e r ­
l in e s  the  e s s e n t i a l  a f f in i ty  and  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  the  two w o r k s .  ^
C o n s i d e r e d  a s  a unit ,  the foreword g iv e s  a c o b r d i n a t e d  d e f in i t io n  
of h e r o i c  p o e t r y  a s  L a  F n n ta in e  c o n c e iv e d  i t .  T h e  g e n r e  i s  de f ined  
h e r e ,  no t  a c c o r d i n g  to th e  co n ten t s ,  n o r  a c c o r d i n g  to  the  l a w s  of the  
g e n r e ,  bu t  a c c o r d i n g  to the  unique d ign i ty  of the  w o r k  i t s e l f .  T h i s  
d ig n i ty  i s  a c h i e v e d  th ro u g h  a j u d ic io u s  b lend ing  of e l e g a n c e  of la n g u ag e  
a n d  d ic t io n  w i th  the  a p p r o p r i a t e  mytho lc ,g ica l  f i g u r e s  and  s e t t i n g s .  
C o n c e iv e d  in  t h i s  way, the  h e r o i c  g e n r e  b e c o m e s  a  m e e t i n g  poin t f o r  
m e n  an d  g o d s .  I t  is  no w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  o u r  poe t  though t  i t  
a p p r o p r i a t e  to  d e d ic a te  Adonis  to  a p e r s o n  of F o u q u e t ' s  c a l i b r e .  L e s s  
s u r p r i s i n g  s t i l l  i s  the  f ac t  tha t  h e  e x h a u s t e d  h i s  s to c k  of l i t e r a r y  d e ­
v i c e s  in  the  e m b e l l i s h m e n t  of t h i s  s ing le  p o e m .
*
L e  fonds  que j ' e n  a v a i s  fa i t ,  so i t  p a r  l a  l e c t u r e  de s  
a n c i e n s ,  so i t  p a r  ce l le  de q u e lq u es  uns  de nos  m o d e r n e s ,  
s ' e s t  p r e s q u e  e n t i è r e m e n t  c o n s u m e  dans  l ' e m b e l l i s s e m e n t  
de ce  p o e m e ,  b ie n  que l ' o u v r a g e  so i t  c o u r t ,  e t  q u ' a   ^
p r o p r e m e n t  p a r l e r ,  i l  ne m é r i t é  que le  n o m  d ' i d y l l e . . .
A l though  b o th  m e n  and  gods m e e t  in  A don is  , the  m i r a c u l o u s  e l e m e n t  
is  m i n i m i z e d  o r  m a d e  s u b s e r v i e n t  to  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  m e d i t a t i o n .  No 
m y s t e r i o u s  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o c c u r s  to a l t e r  the  n e c e s s a r y  c o u r s e  of d e s t i n y  
a n d  even  the  s u p e r n a t u r a l  pow er  s u r r e n d e r s  to the  in f lex ib le  l a w s  of 
n a t u r e .  T h u s  V e n u s ,  though a g o d d e s s ,  c an  n e i t h e r  e s c a p e  the  f a t a l i ­
ty  of love n o r  s av e  m o r t a l  A d o n is  f r o m  in e v i t a b le  d e a th .  In  t h i s  s e n s e .  
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p h i lo sophy  in the  p o e m  of A d o n is  i s  qu i te  c l e a r .  It 
r e p r e s e n t s  a  d é p lo r a t i o n  of the  f r a g i l e  b e a u ty  of the  h u m a n  body  an d  
the  b r e v i t y  of m o r t a l  l i fe .
J ' a i  vou lu  c é l é b r e r  l ' a m a n t  de C y th e r e ,  ^
A d o n i s ,  dont la  v ie  eut  d e s  t e r m e s  s i  c o u r t s .  . .
T h e  t h e m e  of d ea th  which  w as  to occu p y  m u c h  of the  p o e t ' s  a t t e n t io n
in the  f i r s t  an d  s ec o n d  co l l e c t io n s  of f a b le s ,  w a s  th u s  f i r s t  r e h e a r s e d
in A d o n i s . T h e  s a m e  e p h e m e r a l  c h a r a c t e r  of h u m a n  l i fe ,  s t r e s s e d
154. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 362 .
155. I b i d . ,  p.  362.
156. I b i d . ,  p.  362, A d o n i s , 11. 12 -13 .
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h e r e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  w as  to f o r m  the t h e m e  of Le  V i e i l l a r d  et  l e s
1 57t r o i s  j e u n e s  h o m m e s  in the  s ec o n d  c o l l e c t io n  of f a b l e s .  T h e
s u c c e s s i v e  s t a g e s  of the  h e r o ' s  s t r u g g le  with dea th ,  a s  v i s u a l i z e d  by
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  h u m a n i s t  im a g in a t io n ,  a r e  v iv id ly  t r a c e d  : f r o m  e x p o s u r e
to  i n ju r y ,  f r o m  swoon to e t e r n a l  s l e e p  w hich  t u r n s  the  h e r o ' s  d a y  in to
an  " e t e r n e l l e  n u i t  de t e n e b r eux e m p i r e "  w h e r e  the  " n o i r e s  d i v i n i t é s "
1 58.
d w e l l .  T h i s  s o l e m n  m e d i t a t i o n  upon the in e x o r a b le  m a r c h  of d e a th
1 59h a s  a l l  the  touch ing  n u a n c e s  of the  fab le ,  L a  M o r t  e t  le M o u r a n t .
One  can  i n f e r  f r o m  the  p r o m i n e n c e  g iven  to the  id e a  of the  f r a g i l i t y  
of h u m a n  b e a u ty  and  l ife in th i s  p o e m  tha t  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  o b s e s s e d  
e a r l y  in  l if e  w i th  the  thought of d ea th .  V ie w ed  in  th e  l igh t  of l a t e r  
sh i f t s  in  th e  p o e t ' s  t r e n d  of thought,  ihe l a m e n t a b l e  en d  of A d o n is  r e ­
f l e c t s  the  t r a g e d y  of pagan  h e r o i s m  c o n q u e r e d  by  d e a th .  A g a i n s t  t h i s  
d i s m a l  p i c t u r e  of d e s p a i r ,  the  poe t  w i l l  oppose  the  P o e m e  d e * la  c a p ­
t iv i té  de S a i n t - M a l e , the  t r i u m p h  of C h r i s t i a n  h e r o i s m  o v e r  the  p o w e r  
of ev i l .  It  w a s  no a c c id e n t  t h e r e f o r e  tha t  the  two p o e m s  c a m e  a t  th e  
t i m e  th e y  did .  One w as  a p ro d u c t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  youthful e x u b e r a n c e  
(1658),  the  o t h e r  an  o u tcom e  of the  s to ic  s e r e n i t y  of h i s  m o r e r m a t u r e  
y e a r s  (1 673).
T h e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r o b l e m  invo lved  in A don is  c a n  thus  be  s e e n  
to be  m u c h  g r a v e r  than  tha t  in  L 'E u n u q u e . But a r o u n d  the  c e n t r a l  
t h e m e  of m o r t a l i t y  r e v o lv e s  a n u m b e r  of e p i s o d e s  t h a t  m a k e  A d o n i s  
a p p e a r  l ik e  a  con t inua t ion  of L 'E u n u q u e , th u s  i l l u s t r a t i n g  f u r t h e r  t h e  
c u m u la t iv e  n a t u r e  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  evo lu t ion .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  
the  a m a z e m e n t  of A don is  a t  the  sudden  a p p e a r a n c e  of the  g o d d e s s ,
V e n u s  ;
C e t  ob je t  le  s u r p r e n d ,  l ' e t o n n e  et  le  confond.  . . . 
i s  a  r e p e t i t i o n  of the  s ty l i s t i c  dev ice  u s e d  in  L 'E unuque  to  b r i n g  
abou t  th e  e x c i t e m e n t  of C hae rea  on c a tch in g  s igh t  of  the  p r e t t y  s l a v e - 
g i r l ,  P a m p h i l a .  ^ T h e  g r i e f  which o v e r w h e l m s  th e  h e r o  w h en  th e
157. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op.  C i t . , p. 160, F a b l e s , XI, 8.
158. I b i d . ,  p .  367, A d o n i s , 11. 569-588 .
159. I b i d . ,  pp .  126-127, F a b l e s , VIII , 1.
160. I b i d . ,  p .  363, Adon is , 1.67.
161. I b i d . ,  pp.  304-306 ,  L 'E u n u q u e , A c te  II, s c e n e  4.
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g o d d e s s  v a n i s h e s  h a s  a p a r a l l e l  in  th e  a n g u i s h  of s e p a r a t i o n  s u f f e r e d  
by  P h a e d r i a  w hen  he  is  c o m p e l l e d  to  l e a v e  T h a i s  f o r  s o m e  t i m e .  M o r e  
i n t e r e s t i n g  s t i l l ,  is  the  p o e m 's  r e f l e c t i o n  of the  a u t h o r ' s  dua l  p e r s o n a ­
l i t y .  T h e  h e r o ' s  m e la n c h o l i c  r e v e r i e  b e f o r e  m e e t i n g  V e n u s ,  and  h i s  
g a ie ty  w h en  c h a r m e d  with  love ,  c o r r e s p o n d  to the  two a s p e c t s  of L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  n a m e ly ,  h i s  t e n d e n c y  to m e l a n c h o l y  and  
m o o d i n e s s  w hen  a lone  and  h is  l iv e ly  e n t h u s i a s m  w h e n  a r o u s e d .
T h e  m o s t  s ign i f ican t  c o n t r ib u t io n  of A d o n is  to th e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  F o n ta in e  i s  th e  t r a i n i n g  i t  a f f o r d e d  h i m  in  the  t e c h ­
n ique  of s t o r y - t e l l i n g ,  involv ing the  h u m a n iz a t io n  of a n i m a l s ,  p l a n t s  
and in a n i m a t e  o b j e c t s .  It is  p e r h a p s  in th i s  p o e m  m o r e  th a n  in any  
o th e r  w o r k  tha t  the  poet ex p lo i t s  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  " M a î t r e  d e s  E a u x  
et  F o r ê t s "  a n d  a s  "C ap i ta in e  des  c h a s s e s " .  T h e  b o i s t e r o u s  i j iva s ion  
of the  f o r e s t  by  th e  hunt ing  p a r t y  and  the  t e n a c i t y  of t h e i r  dogs  a r e  
d e l i c a t e l y  p o r t r a y e d  and  m a d e  r e a l .
L a  j e u n e s s e  v o i s in e  a u to u r  du bo is  s ' a s s e m b l e  : ^
J a m a i s  t an t  de h é r o s  ne  s ' é t a i e n t  vus  e n s e m b l e .
E a c h  hun t ing  dog i s  g iven  an  a p p r o p r i a t e  n a m e  a c c o r d i n g  to the  d e g r e e
of i t s  s a g a c i ty ,  i t s  s p ee d  and  a b i l i ty  to s c e n t  and  t r a c k  the  g a m e ,  an d
a c c o r d i n g  to the  lo c a l i t y  and  p o p u la r i t y  of the  b r e e d  :
s. -
D ry o p e  la  p r e m i e r e  even te  sa  d e m e u r e  :
L e s  a u t r e s  c h ien s ,  p a r  e l l e  a u s s i t ô t  a v e r t i s .
R ep o n d e n t  a sa  voix ,  f r a p p e n t  l ' a i r  de  l e u r s  c r i s ,
E n t r a î n e n t  l e s  c h a s s e u r s ,  abandonnen t  l e u r  quê te ;
T o u te  l a  m e u t e  a c c o u r t ,  e t  v ie n t  l a n c e r  l a  b ê te ,
S ' a n i m e  en la  voyant,  r e d o u b le  son  a r d e u r ;
M a i s  le  f i e r  a n im a l  n ' a  point  e n c o r  de  p e u r .
L e  c o u r s i e r  d 'A don is ,  ne s u r  l e s  b o r d s  du X an th e ,
Ne peu t  p lus  r e t e n i r  son a r d e u r  v io len te  : 163
Une ju m e n t  d ' Ida  l ' e n g e n d r a  d 'u n  de s  V e n t s . . .
The  v iv id  r e a l i t y  of th i s  im a g e ,  h e ig h te n e d  by  the  t e m p o  and  r a p i d  
m o v e m e n t  of the  v e r s e ,  b r i n g s  out c l e a r l y  the  c r is is  a n d  t e n s i o n  of the  
m o m e n t ,  a s  e x p e r i e n c e d  by so m e o n e  who e i t h e r  h a s  w a t c h e d  a  r e a l  
hun t ing  e x p ed i t io n  o r  s u p e r v i s e d  one h i m s e l f .  T h e  r e a d e r  is  m a d e  to
v i s u a l i z e  the  p a n i c - s t r i c k e n  the  f o r e s t  (11. 321-326) ,  the  f i g h t ­
ing t e n a c i t y  of the  m o n g r e l s  (11. 383-390)  an d  the  h e r o i c  r e s i s t a n c e  of 
the  f o r m i d a b l e  b o a r  who s tan d s  h i s  g ro u n d  t i l l  the  end.
162. La- F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 364. A d o n i s , 11. 2 6 7 -268 .
163. Ibid,  p .  365, 11.336-345.  .
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. . . .  Que d 'h o m m e s  t e r r a s s e s :
Que de ch iens  a b a t tu s ,  m o u r a n t s ,  m o r t s ,  e t  b l e s s e s l  
C h evaux , a r b r e s ,  c h a s s e u r s ,  to u t  é p ro u v é  sa  r a g e . ^^4
F o r  the  f i r s t  t im e  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o e t ry ,  a n im a l s  a r e  ta k in g  t h e i r
p la c e  a lo n g s id e  h u m an  b e in g s ,  thus  a n t ic ip a t in g  the  ro le  th e y  w i l l  p lay
in th e  F a b l e s .
T h e  te ch n iq u e  of p o r t r a y in g  o r  evok ing , d e l ic a te  h u m a n  p a s s io n s ,
of p s y c h o lo g ic a l  a n a ly s i s  of the  e m o tio n s  and  th o u g h ts ,  a  te ch n iq u e  w h ich
o u r  poe t a d m i r e d  m o s t  in  bo th  V i r g i l  an d  T e r e n c e ,  w as  a l s o  r e h e a r s e d
in  A d o n i s . A few  e x a m p le s  of so m e  of i t s  m o s t  s t r ik in g  p a s s a g e s  m a y
h e lp  to  i l l u s t r a t e  the  ev o ca tiv e  f o r c e  w hich  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p o e t ic  s ty le
h a s  up to  now a c q u i r e d .  In th i s  co n n ec tio n ,  one c a n  h a r d ly  im a g in e  a
b e t t e r  e x a m p le  th a n  the  a d m ir a b le  a n a ly s i s  of V e n u s '  p a s s io n  m a d e  b y
C o l l in e t .  He fo llow s s y s te m a t i c a l l y  the  tu rb u le n t  u p s u rg e  of é m o t io n s
in  the  f r u s t r a t e d  g o d d ess  f r o m  the  t im e  A don is  d ie s  to  the  f in a l  f a r e -  
165
w e l l .  A t the  m o m e n t  of n a r r a t i n g  the  d e a th  of A d o n is ,  V en u s  a p o s ­
t r o p h i z e s  the  h u n te r s ,  r e p ro a c h in g  th e m  fo r  t h e i r  b e la t e d  v a lo u r .  T h i s  
a p o s t r o p h e ,  r e n d e r e d  m o r e  p a th e t ic  by  p r e s s i n g  r e p e t i t io n ,  an d  tu r n e d  
in to  an  i ro n y  by  the  u se  of a l i t o t e s ,  i s  fo llow ed  f i r s t  by  e x c la m a t io n ,  
th e n  by in te r r o g a t io n ,  and  f in a l ly  by  doubt, a l l  of w h ich  co m b in e  to
give the  p a s s a g e  the  c h a r a c t e r  of a  f u n e ra l  o r a t io n  :
C o u re z ,  c o u re z ,  c h a s s e u r s  un peu  t r o p  t a r d  v a i l l a n t s ,
D é to u rn e z  de vos  n o m s  un e t e r n e l  r e p r o c h e .
V os e f f o r t s  son t t ro p  len ts ,-  d e ja  le  coup a p p ro c h e ^ .
Que n 'e n  a i - j e  oub lie  l e s  fu n e s te s  m o m e n t  si 
P o u r q u o i  n''ont p a s  p é r i  c e s  t r i s t e s  m o n u m e n ts ?
F a u t - i l  q u 'a  nos  n eveux  j ' e n  r a c o n te  l ' h i s t o i r e ?
E nfin , de c e s  f o r ê t s  l 'o r n e m e n t  e t  la  g lo i r e .
L e  p lu s  b e au  d e s  m o r t e l s ,  l ' a m o u r  de to u s  l e s  yeux.
P a r  le  v o u lo ir  du s o r t  e n sa n g la n te  c e s  l ie u x .
T h e n ,  a s  if  to  a s s o c i a t e  the  w hole of n a tu r e  w ith  h e r  m o u rn in g ,  she
a d d r e s s e s  th e  e le m e n ts  :
P r ê t e z - m o i  des  s o u p i r s ,  O V e n ts  qui s u r  vo s  a i l e s  
P o r t â t e s  à  V enus  de s i t r i s t e s  n o u v e l le s .  ^
In th e  v io le n c e  of d e s p a i r ,  the  g o d d e ss  c a l l s  h e r  l o v e r  :
168T u m e  q u i t te s  c ru e l ;
164. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p. 365, A d o n is , 11. 3 9 3 -3 9 5 .
165. C o ll in e t ,  J - P . , Op. C it .  , p. 71.
166. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 366, A d o n is , 11 5 0 6 -514 .
167. I b id . ,  p. 367, 11. 543-544 .
168. I b id . ,  p. 367, A d o n is ,  1. 565
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r e g r e t s  h e r  own im m o r ta l i ty  w hich  p r e v e n ts  h e r  f r o m  jo in in g  h im  
a m o n g  the  d ead  :
D e s t in s ,  s i  vous  v o u liez  le  v o i r  s i  tô t  p é r i r  
F a l l a i t - i l  m 'o b l ig e r  a ne j a m a is  m o u r i r ?
b e m o a n s  h e r  own fa te  :
M a lh e u r e u s e  V en u s ,  que te  s e r v e n t  c e s  l a r m e  s ?  ^^^
s o le m n ly  c o n ju r e s  the  d em ons  of d a r k n e s s  :
N o i r e s  d iv in i té s  du té n é b r e u x  e m p i r e .  . .
a p p e a l s  to  in a n im a te  n a tu re  :
/  172D e s e r t s  r e n d e z - l e  m o il
a n d  f in a l ly  bids, e t e r n a l  f a r e w e l l  to A don is  :
173A d ie u  done, ô b e l le  a m e l
A poe t who cou ld  pa in t  so touch ing  and  p a th e t ic  a s c e n e  w a s  s u r e ly
c lo s e  to th e  p oe t of the  F a b l e s . L 'E unuque  w as  a n  a t te m p t  a t  d r a m a t i c
p o e t r y  and  A d o n is  an  e x p e r im e n t  in  the  h e r o i c  g e n r e .  A  b len d in g  of
th e s e  two : the  co m ic  an d  th e  s e r io u s ,  p ro d u c e s  th e  p ro to ty p e s  of the
174C o n te s  w h ich , l ik e  L 'E u n u q u e , a r e  c o m e d ie s ,  and  of the  F a b le s  
w h ich ,  l ik e  A d o n is , c e le b r a te  h e r o e s  w hose  f a th e r  is  Æ s o p .
J e  ch an te  l e s  h é r o s  dont E s o p e  e s t  le  p e r e .
In fa c t  the  C o n te s  and  F  a b le s  owe m u c h  of t h e i r  r i c h n e s s  and  v a r i e t y  
to  th is  d ua l o r ig in .
It i s  e a s y  to  see  f r o m  th is  point how f a r  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  p r o ­
g r e s s e d  f r o m  L 'E u n u q u e . If th a t  t im id  c o m e d y  is  s t i l l  f a r  f r o m  the  b e ­
w i ld e r in g  love  in t r ig u e s  of the  C o n te s  an d  the  s e a r c h in g  w is d o m  of the  
F a b l e s , A d o n is , by  i t s  sub tle  a n a ly s i s  of e m o t io n a l  c o n f l ic t ,  i t s  in v o lv e ­
m e n t  w ith  th e  g ra v e  i s s u e s  of e x is te n c e  and  d ea th ,  an d  i t s  h u m a n iz a t io n  
of a n im a l s ,  i s  a p o in te r  to the  s ig n if ic a n t  p r o g r e s s  w h ich  th e  p o e t  h a s  
m a d e  in  h i s  p r o f e s s io n a l  and  in te l le c tu a l  ev o lu tio n .  A s  W ad sw o r th  pu ts  
i t ,  th e  p o e m '8
g ra c e  of m o v e m e n t ,  i t s  s u s ta in e d  r e s o n a n c e  a n d  r i c h  
e v o ca t iv e  p o w er ,  m a r k  an  a d v a n c e ,  bo th  in fe e l ip ^ ^ a n d  
in  e x p r e s s io n ,  o v e r  the  te ch n iq u e  of L 'E u n u q u e .
169. F o n ta in e ,   ^Op..C it. , p. 367, A d o n is , 11. 5 7 3 -5 7 4 .
170. I b i d . , p . 367, 1. 57 5.
171. Ib id , p. 367, 1 .583 .
172. Ib id . p. 367, 1.597"
173. Ib id . p. 367, 1. 599-
174. Ib id . pp. 104 -105 , F a b l e s , V, 1*
175. Ib id . p. 104.
176. W ad sw o rth ,  P . A . ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 48.
92
T h u s  the  a s p i r i n g  poet h a s  now a c q u i r e d  the  a r t  of s t o r y - t e l l i n g  an d  
r h e t o r i c a l  s ty le .  He is  a t  th is  s tag e  m o r e  f a m i l i a r  w ith  the  p o e tic  
m e t r e s  an d  b e t t e r  ab le  to  m a n ip u la te  h is  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  to  a c h ie v e  
f le x ib i l i ty  of though t and  s ty le  and  so n o ro u s  e f fe c t .  I t  i s  to th is  o r n a te
I ■' v
s ty le  d ev e lo p e d  in  A d o n is  th a t  he w il l  r e t u r n  in L e  P o e m e  de la  c a p t i ­
v i té  de S a in t - M a le , L e  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a , P h i l e m o n  e t  B a u c is  an d  
L e s  F i l l e s  de M in e e .
T h e r e  i s  no doubt, t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  deb t to  L a t in  
l i t e r a t u r e  an d  to  a l e s s e r  ex ten t  G re e k  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  im m e n s e .  T h e  e x ­
te n t  of the  in f lu en c e  e x e r te d  on the  f o r m a t io n  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  th o u g h t by  
L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e  in  p a r t i c u l a r  can  be a p p r e c ia t e d  in  the  l ig h t  of th e  t r i ­
b u te  w hich  F e n e lo n  p a id  to  h im  on the  o c c a s io n  of h i s  d e a th  in  1695. 
F e n e lo n  a t t r i b u t e s  the  p o e t 's  d e l ic a c y  of s ty le ,  d i s c e r n m e n t ,  te n d e n c y  to 
b a n te r ,  p o r t r a y a l  of the  s o c ia l  m o e u rs  and  ty p e s ,  an d  h i s  p o e t ic  h a r ­
m o n y  to  the  c u m u la t iv e  in f lu en c es  of A n a c re o n ,  H o r a c e ,  T e r e n c e  a n d  
V i r g i l  am o n g  o th e r s  w ith  Whom he  c o m p a r e s  h im
L a  F o n ta in e  v i t  tou t e n t i e r ,  e t  i l  v iv r a  é t e r n e l l e m e n t  
dans  s e s  im m o r t e l s  é c r i t s . . . .  L i s e z - l e ,  e t d i te s  s i  
A n a c r e o n  a su b a d in e r  av ec  p lu s  de g r â c e ,  s i  H o ra c e  
a  p a r e  la  ph ilo so p h ie  e t la  m o r a l e  d 'o r n e m e n t s  p o é t iq u e s  
p lu s  v a r i é s  e t p lus  a t t r a y a n t s ,  s i  T e r e n c e  a p e in t  le s  
m o e u rs  d e s  h o m m e s  a v ec  p lu s  de n a tu r e l  e t  de v é r i t é ,  
s i  V i r g i l e  en fin  a e te  p lu s , to u ch an t  et p lu s  h a rm o n ie u x l
A t the  ag e  of 26, about the  s a m e  t im e  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  w o r -  
k in g  on the  p o em  of A d o n is ,  he  i h a r r i e d  M a r ie  H e r i c a r t .  A lth o u g h  t h e i r  
un ion  w as  none of the  h a p p ie s t ,  it  c o n t r ib u te d  s ig n i f ic a n t ly  to w a rd s  th e  
p o e t 's  p r o f e s s io n a l  s u c c e s s .  With a  s u b s ta n t ia l  d o w ry  of 30, 000 l i v r e s  
b ro u g h t  to  the  m a t r im o n i a l  hom e  by h is  wife and  h i s  own in h e r i t a n c e  
f r o m  h is  m o th e r ,  the  m a r r i a g e  p ro v id e d ,  a t  l e a s t  f o r  the  f i r s t  s ix  y e a r s  
of t h e i r  un ion , a  f a i r l y  c o m fo r ta b le  e x is te n c e  th u s  le a v in g  th e  p o e t  a m p le  
t im e  an d  l e i s u r e  to  c o n c e n t r a te  on h i s  l i t e r a r y  p u r s u i t s .  U nion  w ith  
M a r ie  H é r i c a r t  a l s o  opened  the  w ay  f o r  new a n d  im p o r ta n t  c o n ta c t s .
She w as  a r e l a t io n  of J e a n  R ac in e  an d  th is  le n d s  c r e d e n c e  to  the  b e l ie f  
th a t  she  h e lp e d  to  fo rg e  and  s t r e n g th e n  the  f r i e n d s h ip  b e tw e e n  h e r  h u s ­
band  and  the  p la y w rig h t .  T h i s  f r i e n d s h ip  w a s ,  a s  we s h a l l  see  l a t e r ,  
to  p ro v e  of in e s t im a b le  va lue  to o u r  p oe t,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  h i s  i n t e r p r e -
177. F é n e lo n ,  F r a n ç o i s  de S a lig n ac  de La M othe , Œ u v r e s  c o m p le te s ,  
P a r i s ,  (Didot F r è r e s ) ,  1843, t .  II, p. 654.
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t a t io n  of a n c ie n t  G re e k  l i t e r a t u r e  and  c u l tu r e ,  f o r  R a c in e  w a s  one of 
the  o u ts ta n d in g ,  h e l l e n i s t s  of the  epoch . A t the  s a m e  t im e ,  w o rk in g  
th ro u g h  h e r  a u n t 's  h u sband , J a c q u e s  J a n n a r t ,  M a r ie  H e r i c a r t  h e lp e d  
L a  F o n ta in e  to  s e c u r e  the  p a tro n a g e  of F o u q u e t .  T h i s  p a t ro n a g e
I
w a s  to  b e c o m e  an  im p o r ta n t  m i le s to n e  on the  p o e t 's  ro a d  to  l i t e r a r y  
a n d  in te l l e c tu a l  m a tu r i t y .
When C h a r l e s  de L a  F o n ta in e  d ied  in  1658, L a  F o n ta in e  s u c c e e d e d  
to  h i s  fu n c t io n  a s  " M a î t r e  des  E a u x  et F o r ê t s " .  T h i s  w as  a  d e f in i te  
ad v a n ta g e  f o r  a  m a n  w ith  p o e tic  in c l in a t io n s  su ch  a s  he  w a s ,  f o r  the  
e x e r c i s e  of the  fu n c tio n  a f fo rd e d  h im  a g r e a t e r  c h an c e  of in t im a te  c o n ­
t a c t  w ith  n a tu r e  and  r u r a l  l i f e .  H is  e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  f o r e s t  w a rd e n  cou ld  
no t f a i l  to  i n c r e a s e  h i s  know ledge  of p la n ts  an d  a n im a l s ,  a  know ledge  
w h ich  he  w a s  to  ex p lo it  m o s t  sk i l fu l ly  and  p ro f i ta b ly  in  h is  F a b l e s .
M an y  of the  s t o r i e s  n a r r a t e d  in  the  f a b le s  a r e  s i tu a te d  in  the  r e g io n  
a ro u n d  P a r i s ,  C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y  an d  R h e im s ,  a  r e g io n  of f a r m la n d s ,  g a r ­
d e n s ,  v i n e y a r d s ,  gen tle  h i l l s ,  m e a n d e r in g  s t r e a m s  an d  s m a l l ,  w e l l -  
te n d e d  f o r e s t s .
P e n d a n t  v in g t an s  s e s  to u rn e e s  à t r a v e r s  l e s  b o is  qui 
e n v i ro n n a ie n t  a l o r s  sa  v i l le  n a ta le  l 'o n t  m ê l é  à  la  v ie  
des  " p a u v r e s  b û c h e r o n s "  et lu i  ont p e r m is  d 'o b s e r v e r  
le s  a r b r e s  e t l e s  b ê te s  dans  la  d iv e r s i t é  d e s  h e u r e s  
et des  s a i s o n s .
T h u s ,  w hen  th e  poe t sp ea k s  of r a b b i t s ,  p o u l t ry ,  fo x e s ,  dogs  an d  la m b s ,  
he  is  m a in ly  d ra w in g  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  h is  s to ck  of e x p e r i e n c e s  a s  a  
f o r e s t  g u a rd .  H e c o n v e r s e d  w ith  the  c o m m o n  p e a s a n t s ,  o b s e r v e d  th e  
w o o d c u t te r s  an d  s h e p h e rd s  a t  w o rk  an d  h ad  the  o c c a s io n  to  m e e t  th e m  
an d  to  f a m i l i a r i z e  h im s e l f  w ith  t h e i r  l ife  and  p r o b le m s .  A s  a f o r e s t  
o f f ic e r ,  he  w as  c lo s e ly  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  o th e r  p r o v in c ia l  c iv i l  servants*., 
a t t o r n e y s ,  n o t a r i e s ,  m u n ic ip a l  o f f ic ia l s .  T h ro u g h  h is  c o l le a g u e s  of th e  
F o r e s t  T r ib u n a l ,  the  p ro v o s ts  and  m a s t e r s  of the  g r a n a r i e s  h e  c o u ld  
in f o r m  h im s e l f  of the  d e ta i ls  of the  c a s e s  t r i e d  w ith in  th e  n e ig h b o u rh o o d , 
of the  lo c a l  s c a n d a ls  and  g o s s ip s ,  co n f l ic t  of i n t e r e s t s  an d  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  
w o m e n 's  b ic k e r in g s  and  p e t ty  j e a l o u s ie s ,  a l l  of w h ich  w e r e  to  be r e p r e ­
s e n te d  l a t e r  in  th e  C o n tes  and  F  a b l e s . R e m in i s c e n c e s  of h is  e x p e r i e n c e s  
a s  a  f o r e s t  o f f ic e r ,  f o r  e x am p le ,  a r e  n o t ic e a b le  in  th e  fa b le  of L e  J a r ­
d in ie r  e t son  s e i g n e u r . T h e  d e l ic a te  d e s c r ip t i o n  of th e  f a r m e r ' s  g a rd e n
178. J a c q u e s  J a n n a r t  w as  a P a r i s - b a s e d  la w y e r  who s e r v e d  a s  F o u q u e t 's
depu ty  in th e  " P a r l e m e n t "
179. C la r a c ,  P . ,  L i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e ,  t . II, p. 187.
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an d  the  a c t i v i t i e s  of the  hun ting  p a r ty  r e c a l l s  th e  p o e t 's  m e m o r i e s  of
h i s  r o le  a s  " C a p i ta in e  des  c h a s s e s " .  T h e  e p iso d e  of L a  M o r t  e t
le  B û c h e ro n  w as  b o r r o w e d  f r o m  Æ sop, bu t the  d e ta i l e d  d e s c r ip t i o n  of
the  c o u n t r y  s c e n e  and  the cond ition  of the  w o o d c u t te r  w as  b u i l t  up f r o m
L a  F o n t a i n e 's  a c c u r a t e  know ledge  of the  F r e n c h  p e a s a n t ' s  h a r d  lo t  in
181the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry .  H e r e  th en  w as  the  " c o m e d ie  a cent::-
182
a c t e s  d i v e r s "  p lay ing  i t s e l f  out a t  a l l  l e v e l s  of the  s o c ia l  h i e r a r c h y  
b e fo re  the  p o e t .  T h u s ,  w ithou t know ing i t ,  he  w a s  a l r e a d y  b e c o m in g  a 
s o c io - p s y c h o lo g is t  and  m o r a l  p h i lo s o p h e r .  B ut a m o r e  s ig n if ic a n t  and  
b e t t e r  c o - o r d in a te d  e n la r g e m e n t  of h is  in te l le c tu a l  h o r iz o n  s t i l l  n e e d e d  
the  p o w e rfu l  an d  r e f o r m a t iv e  im p a c t  of the  s o c ia l  and  p o l i t ic a l  a t m o s ­
p h e r e  of V au x  to  m a t e r i a l i z e .  T h e  d o o r  to  th is  in f lu e n t ia l  m i l i e u  w as  
o p en ed  w ith  L a  F o n ta in e 's  p r e s e n ta t io n  of h is  p o e m  of A d o n is  to  th e  
F in a n c e  M in i s t e r ,  F o u q u e t ,  in  1658. *
180. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 97, F a b le s  , IV, 4.
181. I b i d . , pp. 7 9 -8 0 , I, 15 and  16.
182. Ib id , p. 104, V, " D éd ic a cé  à M. le  co m te  de B r ie n n e " .
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4. E n l a r g e m e n t  of the  S o c ia l  H o r iz o n  (1658 - 1661)
T h e  p r e s e n ta t io n  of A don is  to  the  " S u r in te n d a n t  g e n e r a l  dW P a r l e ­
m e n t " ,  N ic o la s  F o u q u e t ,  w as one of the  o v e r tu r e s  by  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  
w on h is  w ay  to  the  fa v o u r  of the  in f lu en t ia l  F in a n c e  M in i s t e r .  T h e  l a t ­
t e r  o f f e re d  h im  an  a n n u a l  p e n s io n  in  r e t u r n  fo r  w hich  he  b e c a m e  th e  
o f f ic ia l  p oe t of the  c o u r t  of V aux an d  one of the  M i n i s t e r ' s  " p r o t e g e s " .  
T h e  p a t ro n a g e  of F o u q u e t  a c c e l e r a t e d  the  r a t e  of the  p o e t 's  s o c ia l  an d  
in te l l e c tu a l  ev o lu tio n .  I t  p la c e d  h im  w ith in  e a s y  r e a c h  of a n u m b e r  of 
f o r c e s  o r  f a c to r s  w h ich  n e ed  to  be  a n a ly s e d  f o r  t h e i r  t r e m e n d o u s  im p a c t  
on L a  F o n ta in e 's  o v e ra l l  d e v e lo p m en t .  T h e s e  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  f a c t o r s  
w il l  be d i s c u s s e d  in  th is  u n d e r  t h r e e  b r o a d  h e a d in g s  : th e  i n ­
f lu e n c e  of V aux , the  im p a c t  of c o n te m p o r a r y  P a r i s ,  an d  the  b e n e f ic e n t  
f r i e n d s .
T h e  p o e tic  c o n t r a c t  a f fo rd e d  L a  F o n ta in e  an  e a s y  l i fe  a m id s t  the  
s p le n d o u r  of V aux  and opened  up new  and  im p o r ta n t  c n n ta c ts  w ith  the  
f lo w e r  of F r e n c h  n o b il i ty .  F o u q u e t 's  g e n e r o s i ty  an d  k e e n  i n t e r e s t  in  
a r t s  and  l e t t e r s  a t t r a c t e d  to  h is  lu x u r io u s  c o u r t  l i t e r a r y  m e n ,  su ch  a s  
M o l ie r e ,  P e l l i s s o n ,  P e r r a u l t  and S a in t -E v re m o n d ;  m a s t e r  b u i ld e r s  and  
p r o f e s s i o n a l  a r t i s t s  l ik e  L e  V au, L e  B ru n  and  Le N ô t r e ,  e m p lo y e d  on 
the  b u i ld in g  an d  d e c o r a t io n  of the  M i n i s t e r ' s  fa m o u s  p a la c e ,  " V a u x - le -  
V ic o m te " .  T h e n  th e r e  w e re  such  a r i s t o c r a t i c  an d  nob le  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  
a s  th e  B o u il lo n s  and  the  C o ndes, th e  due de L a  R o ch e fo u c a u ld ,  th e  
c o m te  de B r ie n n e ,  the  H e r v a r t s ,  M m e s .  de S ev igne  an d  de L a  F a y e t t e ,  
a l l  of w hom  w e re  p o w erfu l  and  in f lu e n t ia l  f i g u r e s .
In an  ag e  w hen w ea lth  an d  in f lu en ce  c o n t r o l le d  th e  d e s t i n i e s  of 
m e n ,  i t  w a s  no l i t t l e  ad v an tag e  tc:.be p r o te c te d  by  a  r i c h  an d  p o w e rfu l  
p e r s o n a l i t y .  One can  t h e r e f o r e  a p p r e c ia t e  w hat F o u q u e t 's  p a t ro n a g e  
m e a n t  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e .  A p a r t  f r o m  the  m a t e r i a l  s e c u r i t y  w h ich  i t  
o f fe re d ,  th e  p a t ro n a g e  gave o u r  poet a w o n d e rfu l  o p p o r tu n i ty  of c u l t iv a ­
t in g  the  a c q u a in ta n c e  and  f r ie n d s h ip  of th o se  im p o r ta n t  p e r s o n a g e s  who 
h e lp e d  to  a d v an c e  h is  c a r e e r .  A s  Gohin r e m a r k s ,  it. w a s  a t  V aux  th a t  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  a r t i s t i c  t a s t e s  w e re  c o n d it io n ed  u n d e r  the  in f lu en c e  of the  
f a m o u s  a r t i s t s  in  F o u q u e t 's  s e r v i c e .
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C 'e s t  s u r to u t  a V aux  que s e s  goû ts  a r t i s t i q u e s  
p u re n t  se d é v e lo p p e r .  L a ,  i l  v i t  a l 'o e u v re  l e s  
p lu s  g ra n d s  a r t i s t e s ,  L e  V au, L e  B ru n ,  L e  N ô t r e ,  
e t  a u to u r  d 'e u x  une fou le  d 'a r c h i t e c t e s ,  de d e s s i n a ­
t e u r s ,  de p e in t r e s ,  de s c u lp t e u r s ,  de g r a v e u r s . . .
P u g e t ,  M ich e l  A n g u ie r ,  N ic o la s  L e g e n d r e ,  J a c q u e s  
H o u zeau , B a u d ra in ,  P e r e l l e ,  M a ro t ,  S i l v e s t r e .  A vec  
q u e l le  c u r io s i t é  p a s s io n n é e  i l  dut s u iv re  l e u r s  t r a ­
vaux , e t  s 'e n t r e t e n i r  av ec  e u x l^ ^ ^
A s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e s e  p ro m in e n t  a r t i s t s  not only  h e ig h te n e d  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e 's  p r e s t i g e  bu t a l s o  i n c r e a s e d  h is  s e l f  -confidence  c o n s id e r a b ly .
T h e  im p o r ta n c e  of th e se  c o n ta c ts  can  be a p p r e c ia t e d  in  the  l ig h t  of 
t h e i r  im p a c t  on the  p o e t 's  l a t e r  l ife  an d  c a r e e r .  T h e  B o u il lo n s ,  f o r  
e x a m p le ,  w ould  l a t e r  on no t only  in te rv e n e  to  save  h im  f r o m  le g a l  e n ­
t a n g le m e n ts ,  b u t  p ro v id e  h im  w ith  a n  a l t e r n a t iv e  s e c u r i t y  w hen  F o u q u e t
f e l l  f r o m  p o w e r ,  by  re c o m m e n d in g  h im  to  the  d o w a g er  d u c h e s s  of O r ­
l e a n s .  T h e  w o rk s  and  id e a s  of L a  R o ch e fo u cau ld  w ould  i n s p i r e  s o m e  of 
184
th e  fa b le s ;  w h ile  the  H e r v a r t s  w ou ld  p ro v id e  h im  w ith  a  h o m e  f o r  th e  
l a s t  few  y e a r s  of h is  l i fe .
T h e  e f fo r t  to  fu lf i l  the  co n d it io n s  of the  p o e tic  c o n t r a c t  w a s  a
u s e f u l  a p p r e n t i c e s h ip  in  po e tic  l i b e r t y  and  in  the  m a n ip u la t io n  of v a r io u s
l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s ,  f o r  the  t e r m s  of the  c o n t r a c t  w e r e  f le x ib le  enough  to
p e r m i t  th e  poet to t r y  h is  han d  a t  s e v e r a l  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s .  T h e  r e s u l t
w a s  a  s o r t  of prolif&^^Ation of po e tic  f o r m s  such  a s  m a d r i g a l s ,  b a l l a d e s ,
s o n n e ts ,  ro n d e a u x  and  e p i s t l e s ,  a l l  of w hich  f e a tu r e  in  the  " p e n s io n
p o é t iq u e " .  T h e  c o m p o s i t io n s  m a k in g  up the  l a t t e r  faill in to  two b r o a d
d iv is io n s  : the  g e n r e s  w ith  f ix ed  f o r m s  such  a s  b a l l a d e , ro n d e a u  an d
s o n n e t ,  w h ich  cou ld  be t r a c e d  back  th ro u g h  V o i tu re  to  M a ro t ,  a n d  w h ich
185a r e  a d o rn e d  w ith  a l l  the  e leg a n c e  an d  g ra c e  of th e  "v ie u x  la n g a g e " ,
th e  i r r e g u l a r  f o r m s  c o m p r is in g  m a d r ig a l ,  ode and s t a n c e s  w h ich  w e r e
186
a l s o  in s p i r e d  by  V o i tu re ,  but c o m p o se d  in  a  m o r e  v a r i e d  m e t r e .
T h is  b r o a d  d iv is io n  w as  p ro b a b ly  the  o r ig in  of th e  two te n d e n c ie s  b e tw e e n  
w h ich  the  poe t h e s i t a t e d  a s  h e  p r e p a r e d  the  C o n te s , b e f o r e  d ec id in g  
f in a l ly  to adop t two p a r a l l e l  f o r m s ,  n a m e ly ,  the  " v e r s  i r r e g u l i e r "  an d  
th e  "vieux la n g ag e "  . M o re  w il l  be s a id  abou t th e s e  two f o r m s  in  o u r  
d i s c u s s io n  of th e  d e v e lo p m en t  of the  th e o ry  of the  C o n te s . Of th e  g e n r e s
183. G ohin , F . , Op. C it .  , p. 6
184. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 75, 78, 155, F a b l e s , I, l a n d  11; X, 14.
185. Ib id . , pp. 455 -460 .
186. I b id . ,  pp. 4 6 1 -463 . < ,
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w ith  f ix e d  f o r m , ,  the  only one w o r th  m e n tio n in g  is  th e  b a l la d e  w h ich  
r e p l a c e d  th e  sonnet and a b s o r b e d  th e  ro n d e a u  th a t  h a d  gone out of 
fa s h io n .  In the  g roup  m ak in g  up th e  sec o n d  p a t t e r n ,  th e  bod y  of O d es  
s ta n d s  out c l e a r l y  f r o m  the m is c e l l a n e o u s  c o l le c t io n  of o c c a s io n a l  
p ie c e s .  B ro a d ly  sp eak ing , t h e r e f o r e ,  th e  " p e n s io n  p o é t iq u e "  cou ld  be 
s a id  to  c o n s i s t  of th e  O des and  B a l la d e s .
T he  n u m b e r  of p ie c e s  in  e a c h  g e n re  i s  f a i r l y  b a la n c e d .  T o  th e
187fo u r  b a l la d e s  of th e  f i r s t  t h r e e  t e r m s  an d  the  one on L e  P o n t  de 
C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y  can  be added  L e  S iege  d e s  A u g u s t in s  , c o m p o se d  i m ­
m e d ia t e ly  a f t e r  the  ep isode  of th e  A u g u s t in ia n s  on A u g u s t  23, 1658.
T h i s  b a l la d e  p r e c e d e d  the  "p e n s io n  p o é tiq u e"  by a  few  m o n th s ,  b u t i t s
s u p p o r t  of th e  " P a r l e m e n t "  in  w h ich  F o u q u e t  w as  a  M in i s t e r  cou ld  j u s -
188
t i fy  i t s  in c lu s io n  in  the  c o n t r a c t .  On the  s ide  of O d e s ,  th e  fo u r
—— —  *
p ie ce s  : L a  P a ix  d e s  P y r e n e e s , A M ad am e  la  s u r in te n d a n te  s u r  le  voyage  
de T o u lo u s e , A M ad am e  su r  la  n a i s s a n c e  de son  d e r n i e r  f i ls  a n d  P o u r  
M ad a m e  a  l 'o c c a s io n  de son  m a r i a g e  , have  a l s o  b e e n  c o m p le m e n te d  by  
V o u s  qui m e n e z  l e s  G r ip o n s , w h ich  is  a  p o em  on th e  p r iv a te  h i s t o r y  of
, , 1 8 9V a u x .
T h e  th e m e s  of the  " p e n s io n  p o é tiq u e"  a r e  v a r i e d .  T h e y  a r e  b a s e d
p a r t l y  on F o u q u e t 's  d o m e s t ic  a f f a i r s  an d  p a r t ly  on c o n te m p o r a r y  e v e n ts .
B u t it  m u s t  be  r e m e m b e r e d  th a t  th e  s o c ia l  d is ta n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  p o e t
an d  h is  p a t r o n  w as  too  g r e a t  to  p e r m i t  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  of a  h ig h  d e g r e e
of in t im a c y ,  in  sp ite  of F o u q u e t 's  t e n d e r n e s s  an d  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  a f fe c t io n
fo r  h im .  T h e  M in is t e r  w as  so p re o c c u p ie d  w ith  S ta te  m a t t e r s : t h a t  he
w a s  o ften  no t a c c e s s ib le  to the  poet who h ad  to  be  c o n te n t  in  m o s t  c a s e s
190w ith  a d d r e s s in g  h im s e l f  to  M ad am e  la  s u r in te n d a n te  i n s t e a d .  H e  a d -
191m i r e d  th e  a i r  of su d d en n e ss  w h ich  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  F o u q u e t ' s  a c t io n s ,  
b u t d e p lo re d  h is  e x c e s s iv e  p re o c c u p a t io n  w ith  p ub lic  a f f a i r s ,  a n d  in v i te d  
h im  to s e t  a s id e  so m e  m o m e n ts  to  en joy  h im s e l f  in  so l i tu d e  a n d  t r a n -  
q u il l i ty .
187. I b i d . ,  pp. 459, 460, 463; T he  b a l la d e s  in c lu d e  "A M m e (la s u r  in te n d a n te  ) ' '
I "A . M. F o u q u e t" ,  "S u r  la  p a ix  d e s  P y r e n e e s  e t  le  m a r i a g e  du r o i " ,
and  " B a lla d e  à M . F o u q u e t  p o u r  le  pont de C h â t e a u - T h i e r r y " .
188 .  Ib id . , p . 4 5 5 .
189. Ib id . , pp . 461, 465, 466, 468.
190. I b i d . , p . 462 : " E p l t r e  a  M. le  S u r in te n d a n t" .
1 9 1 . I b id . ,  p . 4 6 4 :  " E p i th a la m a " .
1 9 2 . Ib id . , pp . 461  -462 : "A M. le  S u r in te n d a n t" ,  11. 5 3 -5 4 .  .
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B ut a  fu ll  a p p re c ia t io n  of th e  p la c e  of the  " p e n s io n  p o é t iq u e "  in  
th e  l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l le c tu a l  evo lu tio n  of L a  F o n ta in e  c an n o t  be p o s s ib le  
w ithou t an  e x a m in a t io n  of the  m o s t  a m b i t io u s  c o m p o s i t io n  of t h i s  p e r io d ,  
n a m e ly ,  L e  Songe de V a u x . T h is  w o rk  of w hich  L e s  A m o u r s  de M a r s  
et 4e V en u s  is a  fragment, is  a  h y b r id  p ie ce  of c o m p o s i t io n  in  w h ich  th e  
p oe t a t t e m p t s  to  d e s c r ib e  the  b e a u t i e s  of V a u x - le - V ic o m te  a s  he  im a g in e d  
i t  w ould  be  w h en  c o m p le ted .  A f te r  c o m p o s in g  s e v e r a l  f r a g m e n t s  of i t ,  
he  a b an d o n e d  th e  w o rk  w hen F o u q u e t  fe l l  in to  d i s g r a c e .  But i t s  s ig n i ­
f ic a n c e  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  d e v e lo p m en t  of o u r  p oe t is  c o n s id e r a b le .  I t  
s e r v e d  a s  a  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  the  h e r o ic  (Adonis) to  the  m o r e  f a m i l i a r  
g e n r e s .  In  i t  too , a l l  the  e le m e n ts  p r e v io u s ly  u n i te d  in  A d o n is  s p l i t  
in to  d iv e rg e n t  p a t t e r n s ,  fo rm in g  m in ia tu r e  s ta n c e s  , b a l l a d e s , odes
an d  m a d r i g a u x . E a c h  f r a g m e n t  s e e m s  a u to n o m o u s ,  y e t  no p a r t  c a n  be
*
t r e a t e d  w ith o u t  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  w h o le .  T he  S ta n c e s  d 'H o r t e s i e  ( p a r t  of
the  s e c o n d  f r a g m e n t)  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in te r e s t in g  f o r  th e  r i c h n e s s  of
th e i r  i d e a s .  T h e  in s is t e n c e  on a m e a s u r e  of r e t r e a t  in to  o n e se l f ,  on
the  n e e d  to  a l t e r n a t e  the  g la m o u r  an d  c h a r m s  of w o r ld ly  g lo ry  w ith  th e
jo y s  of in w a rd  p e a c e ,  w as  the  o r ig in  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  l a t e r  r e f l e c t i o n s
1 93
on the  f a v o u r i te  th e m e  of so l i tu d e .  T h is  id e a  w as  to  be  ta k e n  up
,  194
a g a in  a f t e r  F o u q u e t 's  fa l l  in  the  E le g ie  aux  N y m p h es  de V aux  , th e n
195
e la b o r a te d  in  L e  Songe d 'u n  h a b i ta n t  du M ogol an d  l a t e r  in  th e  C o m ­
p a r a i s o n  d 'A le x a n d re ,  de C é s a r ,  e t de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e  ^ b e f o r e
b e in g  fu l ly  d e v e lo p e d  a s  one of the  c o r n e r s t o n e s  of L a  F o n t a i n e 's  m o r a l
197p h ilo so p h y  in  L e  Juge  a r b i t r e ,  . l 'H o sp i ta l ie r  e t  le  S o l i t a i r e .  I t  c an
th u s  be s e e n  th a t  the  p o e t 's  c o n tac t  w ith  V aux , w h ile  b e in g  e s s e n t i a l l y
s o c ia l ,  w a s  no t e n t i r e ly  la ck in g  in in te l l e c tu a l  i n s p i r a t io n .  A s  P i e r r e
C la r a c  p u ts  i t .
V aux  m a r q u e  une é tap e  d é c is iv e  s in o n  d a n s  la  
c a r r i è r e  poé tique  de L a  F o n ta in e ,  du m o in s  d a n s  
sa  c o n n a is s a n c e  d e s  h o m m e s  et de l u i - m ê m e .
A van t d 'ê t r e  a d m is  dans  c e t te  s o c ié té ,  la  p lu s  
b r i l l a n t e  du te m p s ,  il  n 'a v a i t  au cu n e  e x p e r ie n c e  
du m o n d e  e t pouvait se c r o i r e  in c ap a b le  d 'y  f a i r e
193. L a .  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , pp. 3 9 3 -3 9 4  : L e  Songe de V aux , II.
1 9 4 . Ib id . , p . 469, 11. 19 -44 .
1 9 5 . Ib id , p. 158, F a b l e s , XI, 4, 11. 2 2 -3 8 .
1 9 6 . Ib id . , pp. 520-525.
1 9 7 . Ib id . , pp. 173-174 , F a b l e s , XII, 24.
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bonne figure. L^ami des Muses, '"Qui préferait 
a la pompe des villes"" leurs "antres cois'",' leurs 
chants simples et doux", le "bon garçon" de la 
Table ronde, le ^'rêveur" auquel Tallemant prête 
de si étranges be vue s, découvre en lui, aux en­
virons de la quarantaine, des ressources de séduc­
tion qu il ne soupçonnait pas. H comprend que _ 
pour plaire il n'a qu'a rester dans son naturel.
However, in spite of this favourable evaluation of the influence of Vaux
on Ha Fontaine's development, some critics, notably Lafenestre and
Sainte-Beuve, maintain that the experience of Vaux, if it had continued,
could not have provided the poet with sufficient intellectual stimulation.
They argue that Fouquet's fall, though tragic, was a fortunate incident
in the history of La F ontaine" s overall development, for, according to
them, if the JMimster had remained in power, the poet would probably
not have left the easy life of Vaux in search of the higher inspirations
which he badly needed to discover his full potentialities.
La chute de Fouquet, qui troubla si violemment sa 
quietude, me fut pas, en definitive, pour le poete, 
un evenement fâcheux. Qui sait combien de temps 
encore sa timidité ou sa nonchalance l'eussent 
laisse attache a des besognes de commande, longues 
et obscures, sans qu'il se résolût a affronter la 
publicité? Sans doute, avec ses nouvelles habitudes 
prise de bien-être et de repos, de galanteries et de 
distractions mondaines, il était, moins que Jamais, 
homme a chercher l'îmdependence dams un effort personnel. 199
There is, no doubt, an element of truth in this observation. In fact most 
of the pieces constituting the "pension poétique" are, with the exception 
of Le Songe de Vaux, occasional verses, easy and. topical. Although 
they are rich in classical allusions, and combine flashes of wit with
naturalness, they offered a limited range off inspiration to an artist of 
La Fontaine's potentials. It was not until the fall off Fouquet that the 
need for survival stimulated our poet's competitive spirit. Ferhaps if 
he had not left the illusory atmosphere off Vaux, he m i^ t have become 
Just a literary man but not a genius. In addition. La Fontaine's connec­
tions with Vaux, particularly his continued fidelity to Fouquet after the 
latter"s disgrace, were mot altogether without some disastrous effects on
198. Clarac, P ., La
199- Lafenestre, G. , La 
Sainte -Beuvej 
t.VM, pp. 522-
par lui-meme, p. 65.
Paris, {Hachette), 1922, p. 63; Cf. 
du lundi, 3eme edition, P^ris {Cornier),
100
th e  fu tu r e  l ife  and  c a r e e r  of the  p oe t.  H is  a t t a c h m e n t  to  the  f a l l e n  
e n e m y  of the  K ing  and the  P r i m e  M in i s t e r ,  C o lb e r t ,  i n c u r r e d  f o r  h im  
th e  o f ten  u n e x p r e s s e d  bu t p o s i t iv e  h o s t i l i t y  of th e s e  tw o p e o p le .  T h i s  
h o s t i l i t y  w h ich  b e c a m e  m a n i f e s t  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a r r e s t  £or) the  d u b ious
c h a r g e  of u s u rp in g  the  t i t le  of n o b i l i ty ,  w as  to  be a g g r a v a te d  w hen  th e
1
p oe t so ugh t e le c t io n  to  th e  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y ,  an d  to  co n tin u e  w ith  m o r e  
o r  l e s s  s e v e r i t y  th ro u g h o u t h i s  l i f e .  P o s t e r i t y  h a s  s in c e  c o n d e m n e d  in  
the  s t r o n g e s t  p o s s ib le  t e r m s  the  in ju s t i c e  of th i s  h a t r e d  r e s e r v e d  f o r  a  
p o e t  w h o se  on ly  c r i m e  w as  to  have  fo llow ed  h i s  own c o n s c ie n c e .  T h e  
ju d g e m e n t  of C h a m fo r t  in  th is  r e g a r d  d e s e r v e s  m e n t io n  h e r e ,  p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  f o r  i t s  p a th e t ic  and  fo r th r ig h t  to n e  a n d  i t s  h u m a n  to u c h .  H e 
w r i t e s  :
C 'e s t  une s in g u la r i té  b ie n  f r a p p a n te  de  v o i r  un 
é c r iv a in  t e l  que lu i  (La F o n ta in e ) ,  ne  sous  u n  r o i  
dont l e s  b ie n fa i ts  a l l è r e n t  e to n n e r  l e s  s a v a n s  du 
N o rd ,  v iv r e  n e g l ig e ,  m o u r i r  p a u v re ,  e t  p r è s  d 'a l l e r ,  
d a n s  sa  c a d u c i té ,  c h e r c h e r  lo in  de s a  p a t r i e  l e s  
. s e c o u r s  n é c e s s a i r e s  a  la  s im p le  e x is t e n c e  : c ’e s t  q u ' i l  
p o r t a  to u te  sa  v ie  la  pe in e  de son  a t ta c h e m e n t  a 
F o u q u e t ,  e n n em i du g ra n d  C o lb e r t ,
G iven  th i s  s i tu a t io n ,  i t  is  no lo n g e r  d iff icu l t  to  u n d e r s t a n d  w hy th e  p o e t
a t t a c k e d  C o lb e r t  w ith  a l l  the  f o r c e ,  s k i l l  an d  i r o n y  in  h i s  b a n te r in g  s ty le
201
in  th e  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .
H o w e v e r ,  in  sp ite  of the  i l lu s o r y  n a tu r e  of th e  g lo r y  of V aux , in  
sp i te  of th e  u n fo r tu n a te  s t ig m a  w hich  th e  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  F o u q u e t  le f t  
on  L a  F o n ta in e 's  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  L o u is  XIV a n d  C o lb e r t ,  t h e r e  i s  no 
denying  th e  f a c t  th a t  co n tac t  w ith  Vaiuc h a d  a l s o  a  f a v o u ra b le  i m p a c t  on 
th e  f o r m a t io n  of th e  p o e t 's  m in d  an d  a r t .  I t  e n l a r g e d  h i s  s o c ia l  h o r iz o n ,  
g r e a t l y  e n r ic h e d  h i s  e x p e r ie n c e  of l i fe  an d  a f fo rd e d  h im  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  
to  r e h e a r s e  h i s  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s .  B u t he s t i l l  n e e d e d  th e  s t im u la t io n ,  
th e  p e r s o n a l  c h a llen g e  f r o m  the  h a r d  w o r ld  ' o u ts id e  the  a r i s t o c r a t i c  
a n d  g la m o ro u s  c i r c l e  of V aux  to  d i s c o v e r  h i s  g e n iu s .  I t  w a s  in  th e  
open, c o m p e t i t iv e  m i l ie u  of s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  P a r i s  th a t  h e  f in a l ly  
m a d e  h i s  m a r k .
P a r i s  of th a t  epoch , a s  of to d ay , w as  an  i n te l l e c tu a l  an d  c u l tu ­
r a l  c e n t r e ,  a f fo rd in g  young m e n  a n d  w o m en  e a g e r  to  l e a r n  a  w o n d e rfu l
200. C h a m fo r t ,  N . , O p .C i t ,  t . I ,  pp. 25 9 -2 6 0 .
201 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p p . 110, 110 -111 , 112, F a b l e s , V , 21;
VI, 1; VI, 6; VI, 7.
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new  h o r iz o n .  T o  it c am e  m a n y  of the  o u ts ta n d in g  a r t i s t s ,  l i t e r a r y  m e n  
an d  t r a v e l l i n g  s c h o la r s  of the  day , in c lu d in g  L e ib n iz ,  B e r n i e r ,  L o c k e  
an d  o th e r s ,  an d  f r o m  it  too , the  g lo ry  of F r e n c h  c u l tu r e  r a d i a t e d  
th ro u g h o u t  E u r o p e .  P a r i s i a n  so c ie ty  w a s  r e f in e d  a n d  p o s s e s s e d  e n o r ­
m o u s  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  fo r  thp a e s th e t ic  en jo y m e n t  of l i f e .  T h i s  c o n t r a s t e d  
s h a r p ly  w ith  the  p ro v in c ia l  an d  r u r a l  e n v i ro n m e n t  of C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y ,
In h is  p r o v in c ia l  h o m e  town. L a  F o n ta in e ’s a r t i s t i c  v i s io n  an d  r e s o u r c e s  
though  q u ite  c o n s id e ra b le ,  w e re  l im i te d .  B ut a s  h e  c a m e  to  s p e n d  m o r e  
a n d  m o r e  t im e  in  the  c i ty  of P a r i s ,  w ith in  th e  a r t i s t i c a l l y  d e c o r a t e d  
s u r r o u n d in g s  of L u x e m b o u rg  and  V e r s a i l l e s ,  h i s  a p p r e c ia t io n  f o r  th e  
f in e  a r t s  d e e p e n e d .  C o n seq u en tly ,  he  a l s o  im p r o v e d  h i s  a r t  of c o m ­
m u n ic a t in g  in  p o e t r y  the  s e n s a t io n s  a r o u s e d  in  h im  b y  c o lo u r s  a n d  f o r m s .
H is  d e s c r ip t i o n  of the  s ta tu e s  an d  g ro t to s  and  C u p id ’s p a la c e  in  P s y c h e  ,
202f o r  e x a m p le ,  ow es  so m eth in g  to  h i s  r e m in i s c e n c e s  of V e r s a i l l e s .
T h e  p o w e r  of v is u a l iz a t io n ,  d e v e lo p e d  a t  th is  t im e ,  w a s  to  h e lp  l a t e r
in  c r e a t in g  m u c h  of the  p a lp ab le  realit^rh ' of th e  C o n te s  -and F a b l e s .
L ik e  a  p a in te r  o r  a  s c u lp to r  who h a s  a  l iv in g  m o d e l  b e f o r e  h im ,  h e
saw  h is  c h a r a c t e r s  in  a c t io n  an d  s k e tc h e d  t h e i r  g e s t u r e s  in  q u ick
s t r o k e s ,  g iv ing  th e m  the  c l e a r  o u t l in e s  of f ig u r e s  in  a  v ig n e t te  o r  of
203m a r i o n e t t e s  on a  m in ia tu r e  s ta g e .
A p a r t  f r o m  i t s  a r t i s t i c  in f lu en ceg , the  P a r i s  of th e  s e v e n te e n th  
c e n tu r y  w a s  a l s o  r i c h  in s o c ia l  and  a e s th e t ic  id e a s ,  s u c h  a s  th e  f l o u r i ­
sh ing  of ’’p r é c i o s i t é ” . A s  a s o c ia l  p h enom enon , ” p r é c i o s i t é  ” w a s  no t 
r e s t r i c t e d  to  F r a n c e  a lone; i t  w as  w id e s p r e a d  th ro u g h o u t  E u r o p e ;  i t  
m a n i f e s t e d  i t s e l f  in  v a r io u s  f o r m s  an d  u n d e r  d i f f e r e n t  n a m e s  in  s e v e r a l  
p a r t s  of the  co n tin en t .  T h u s  t h e r e  w a s  E u p h e U is m  in  E n g la n d ,  M a r i n i s m  
o r  c o n c e t t i s m  in  I ta ly  and  G o n g o r is m  in  S pa in . I t  w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  
I t a l i a n  v e r s i o n  th a t  s ed u ced  the  F r e n c h  e l i te  of th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  
an d  u s h e r e d  in  a  c o n s id e ra b le  m e a s u r e  of a r t i f i c i a l i t y  in  b o th  f e e l in g  
a n d  e x p r e s s io n .  A lthough  L a  F o n ta in e  s u c c e s s f u l ly  r e s i s t e d  th e  n e g a ­
t iv e  in f lu e n c e s  of the  m o v e m e n t ,  he  a b s o r b e d  i t s  to n e  o r  s p i r i t  of
g a l l a n t r y  a n d  r e f in e m e n t ,  a s  one c an  in f e r  f r o m  s o m e  of h is  love  p o e t ry ,
.  . - 204p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  E le g ie s  p o u r  C ly m e n e .
202. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  pp. 40 3 -4 2 8 .
203. I b i d . ,  pp . 119, 136-37 , F a b l e s , VII, 4, 11. 1 -2 ;  VIII, 22, 11. 1 -5 .
204. I b id . ,  pp. 478-481 .
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On the  w hole , the s o c ia l  c o n d it io n s  e x e r c i s e d  a  jprofound i n ­
f lu e n c e  on th e  w r i t e r s . A lthough  th e  m a j o r i t y  of th e m  w e r e  of m id d l e -  
c l a s s  o r ig in ,  owing th e i r  fa m e  an d  s o c ia l  s u c c e s s  to  r o y a l  p a t r o n a g e ,  
th e  l i t e r a t u r e  th e y  p ro d u c e d  w as  e s s e n t i a l l y  a r i s t o c r a t i c .  T h e  g r e a t  
p la y w r ig h ts ,  p o e ts  and  p ro s e  w r i t e r s  of the  epoch  w e r e  in  th e  p o s i t io n  
of a r t i s t s  c a te r in g  fo r  the  t a s t e s  and  p l e a s u r e  of a n  a r i s t o c r a c y  of w h ich  
th e y  w e r e  no t a  p a r t .  T h is  s e l e c t ,  l e i s u r e d  an d  c r i t i c a l  p u b lic  c h e r i s h e d  
no b le  b i r t h ,  good b re e d in g  and d e l ic a c y  of m a n n e r s .  T h u s  w e s e e  in  
th e  e x q u is i te  l e t t e r s  of M m e. de S ev igne , f o r  e x a m p le ,  a  s o c ie ty  a s s u -  
m in g  i t s  m o d e r n  co m plex ion , w ith  w o m en  b e c o m in g  th e  a r b i t e r s  of t a s t e  
a n d  f a s h io n  an d  th e i r  s a lo n s  the  c e n t r e  of s o c ia l  an d  in te l l e c t u a l  l i f e .
T h e  in te l le c tu a l  s i tu a t io n  w as  e s s e n t i a l l y  s o c ia l  b u t  the  d i s s e m in a t io n  
of id e a s  w a s  no t th e  p re ro g a t iv e  of an y  p a r t i c u l a r  c l a s s  of p e o p le ,  f o r  
d i s c u s s io n s  w e r e  c h e r i s h e d  by a l l  c l a s s e s .  N a tu r a l ly ,  id e a s  r e a d i l y  
found  t h e i r  w ay  in to  the  sa lo n s ,  t a v e r n s  an d  .co ffee  h o u s e s .  T h e  e n t i r e  
t e m p e r  of l i fe  a c q u i r e d  the  su av e , d e c o ro u s  an d  d ig n if ie d  to n e  of r e ­
f in e m e n t  w h ich  w as  m i r r o r e d  in  th e  l i t e r a t u r e  of the  ep o ch .  T h e  l i t e r a ­
r y  m a s t e r p i e c e s  w e re  r e m a r k a b le  f o r  t h e i r  v i ta l i ty ,  f o r c e  a n d  w o r ld l i -  
n e s a .  T h e y  p o f t r a y e d  the  s p i r i t  of the  w o r ld ,  i t s  g r e a t n e s s  a n d  s p l e n ­
d o u r ,  i t s  in te n s i ty ,  the  h u m an  d r a m a  th a t  a n im a te s  i t  a n d  th e  o r d e r e d  
b e a u ty  to w a r d s  w hich  it t e n d s .  T h a t  w as  th e  t a s t e  of th e  s e v e n te e n th -  
c e n tu r y  P a r i s i a n  so c ie ty ,  a s o c ie ty  in  w hich  th e  b e s t  in  G re e k  an d  R o ­
m a n  a n t iq u i ty  w as  r e c a p tu r e d ,  r e f in e d  an d  c h e r i s h e d ,  in  w h ich  th e  
s o m b r e  s p i r i t u a l i t y  of the  M iddle  A g e s  y ie ld e d  p la c e  to  w o r ld l i n e s s  a n d  
r e f in e m e n t  of c u l tu r e ,  and  in  w hich  th e  q u e s t io n in g  s p i r i t  o f th e  R e ­
n a i s s a n c e  gave w ay  to  so m eth in g  l ik e  a  g e n e r a l  a c c e p ta n c e  of a  f ix e d
an d  a u to c r a t i c  s o c ia l  o r d e r  w hich  p o l i t i c s ,  r e l ig io n  a n d  p h i lo so p h y  s e e m  
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to  h av e  ta k e n  f o r  g ra n te d .  It i s  in  th e  l ig h t  of t h i s  s i tu a t io n  th a t  th e  
e lo q u e n c e ,  c l a r i t y  of thought, g r a c e fu l  s im p l ic i ty  a n d  e a s e  of m o v e m e n t  
w h ich  d i s t in g u is h  L a  F o n ta in e 's  s ty le , c an  be  a p p r e c i a t e d ,  f o r  th e  p o e t  
d e l i b e r a t e ly  s e t  out to  s a t i s fy  the  t a s t e  of h i s  ep o ch  in  h i s  l i t e r a r y  
p ro d u c t io n s .  H is  w o rk s  ten d  to  be  e le g a n t  w ith o u t  p r e t e n s io n ,  e x ­
p r e s s i v e  w ithou t undue e m p h a s i s ,  s im p le  w ith o u t  v u lg a r i ty ,  a n d  su b tle  
w ithou t a f fe c ta t io n .  T he  s a m e  s i tu a t io n  e x p la in s  t h e i r  te n d e n c y  to  s u p ­
p o r t  the  e s ta b l i s h e d  a u th o r i ty ,  a s  w e sh a l l  s e e  in  o u r  d i s c u s s io n  of 
th e  F a b l e s ,  to  be  p h i lo so p h ica l ,  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  e s s e n t i a l l y  w o r ld ly ,  to
205. L a  F n n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 178 : C o n te s , I, ( P r e f a c e ) .
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give  th e  i m p r e s s i o n  of o r d e r  and  h a rm o n y .  B ut b e n e a th  th is  p o l i s h e d  - '
s u r f a c e ,  th is  s e m b la n c e  o f ,s p le n d id  o r d e r  an d  g e n e ra l ,  a c c e p ta n c e  w e r ç  
s o m e  c o n t r a r y  te n d e n c ie s  w hich  w e re  fa in t  bu t u n m is ta k a b le .  F o r  
e x a m p le ,  ru n n in g  c la n d e s t in e ly  but p a r a l l e l  to the  o r th o d o x  id e a s  w a s  
th e  u n d e r c u r r e n t  of l i b e r t in i s m .  Som e w r i t e r s  w ith  l ib e r t i n e  in c l in a t io n s  
s u c c e e d e d  in  p u sh in g  th e i r  l ic e n t io u s  w r i t in g s  s e c r e t l y  to  a  c o n s id e r a b le  
n u m b e r  of r e a d e r s .  T h e s e  w r i t e r s  w e r e  n e i th e r  p h i lo s o p h e r s  n o r  m o r a ­
l i s t s  a s  su ch ,  bu t th e i r  d e s i r e  fo r  in d ep en d e n c e  le d  th e m  to  ad o p t a t t i ­
tu d e s  w hich  h ad  m o r a l  im p l ic a t io n s .  A g a in s t  the  d o c t r in e  of a  f ix e d  
a u to c r a t i c  o r d e r ,  they  a f f i r m e d  the  e x is t e n c e  of a  v i r t u e  no t fo u n d ed  on 
c o n v e n t io n a l  o b s e r v a n c e s  but on o b ed ien ce  to  l e g i t im a te  n a tu r a l  i m p u l s e s .  
C o n f ro n te d  w ith  th e  s o c ia l  d o m in a t io n  of the  n o b le s  an d  th e  in te l l e c tu a l  
d o m in a t io n  of th e  cler^jf, t h e i r  a t t i tu d e  w as  one of s c o r n  a n d  r e v o l t  
r a t h e r  th a n  of a c c e p ta n c e .  In  b i t t e r n e s s  an d  c y n ic i s m ,  th e y  1 ^  lo o s e  
t h e i r  d is  s a t i s f a c t io n  in  a  c la n d e s t in e  p ro l i f s f a t io n  of l ic e n t io u s  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
r a n g in g  f r o m  th e  m e r e l y  s e n s u a l  and  o b sce n e  to  th e  m o s t  b la s p h e m o u s .  
H e r e  a g a in ,  th is  a s p e c t  of s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  P a r i s i a n  l i fe  h a d  a  p r o ­
found im p a c t  on th e  d ev e lo p m en t of L a  F o n ta in e ’s l i t e r a r y  th o u g h t.  One 
canno t,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  h e lp  s ee in g  in th e  l ic e n t io u s  v e r s e s  of su ch  l i b e r ­
t in e  p o e ts  a s  T h é o p h i le  de V iau , J e a n  D eh en au lt  and  o th e r s  the  r e m o te  
a n c e s t o r s  of o u r  p o e t ’s C o n te s . We  s h a l l  r e t u r n  to th i s  l a t e r  on. In  
th e  s a m e  w ay , the  n a tu r a ln e s s  of h is  p o e tic  s ty le  a n d  h i s  a b a n d o n m e n t  
of M a lh e r b e 's  a r t i f i c i a l  p o e t ry  f o r  a  m o r e  n a tu r a l  l y r i c i s m  w e r e ,  in  a  
w ay , a  r e a c t i o n  a g a in s t  the  a r t i f i c i a l i t i e s  and  a f f e c ta t io n s  of c o n v e n t io n a l  
p o e t r y  and  of " p r é c io s i t é " .  T h e  p a t t e r n  of d e v e lo p m e n t  fo l lo w ed  b y  L a  
F o n t a i n e ’s m in d  r e f l e c t s  the  a t t i tu d e  of th e  c o n te m p o r a r y  P a r i s i a n  s o c ie ty .
P a r i s i a n  coffee  h o u s e s  an d  t a v e r n s  p ro v id e d  l i t e r a r y  m e n  a n d  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l s  w ith  su i ta b le  m e e t in g  g ro u n d s  f o r  e x ch an g e  of i d e a s .  T h i s  
m a d e  i t  p o s s ib le  fo r  o u r  poet to  be in  c o n s ta n t  touch  no t  on ly  w ith  c u r ­
r e n t  e v e n ts  b u t  w ith  h is  l i t e r a r y  a s s o c i a t e s  such  a s  M o l iè r e ,  B o i le a u ,  
R a c in e ,  C h a p e l le  an d  o th e r s .  T h e s e  f r ie n d s  w ould  s o m e t im e s  e x ch an g e  
id e a s  an d  d i s c u s s  l i t e r a t u r e .  A s s o c ia t io n  w ith  th e s e  l i t e r a r y  f r i e n d s  p r o ­
v id e d  L a  F o n ta in e  w ith  e n c o u ra g e m e n t  and  s t im u la t io n .  T h e y  a s p i r e d  to  
in t ro d u c e  in to  t h e i r  w o rk s  " le  b eau ,  le  n a t u r e l  e t le  v r a i "  bu t e a c h  of 
th e m  fo llo w ed  h i s  own guidelines to  the  s a m e  goa l. A m ong  the  s e v e r a l  
t a v e r n s  an d  c a b a r e t s  often  f r e q u e n te d  by L a  F o n ta in e  an d  h i s  a s s o c i a t e s
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w e re  th e  fa m o u s  " C ro ix  de L o r r a i n e "  and  the  "M ou ton  b l a n c " , b o th  
n o te d  fo r  t h e i r  p re d o m in a n t ly  l i t e r a r y  c u s t o m e r s .  I t  w a s  in  th e  s e c o n d  
t a v e r n  n a m e d  above , fo r  ex am p le ,  th a t  R a c in e  m a d e  th e  f i r s t  d r a f t  of 
h i s  p lay .  L e s  P l a i d e u r s , in the  c o m p an y  of F u r e t i e r e ,  B o i le a u  a n d  p r o ­
b a b ly  L a  F o n ta in e ,  a l l  of w hom  w e re  c o n v e r s a n t  w ith  th e  modes< an d  
m a n n e r s  of th e  l a w - c o u r t s .  A n o th e r  c e n t r e  of l i t e r a r y  an d  in t e l l e c t u a l  
in f lu en c e  in  th e  c i ty  w as the  " C a fe "  n a m e d  " P o m m e  de p in " ,  s i tu a te d  
th e n  in  th e  ru e  de la  L ic o rn e  n e a r  N o t r e - D a m e  de P a r i s ,  T h i s  co ffee  
h o u s e  w a s  an  a c t iv e  c e n t r e  of l i b e r t i n i s m ,  w h e re  g e n t le m e n  of th e  a r i s ­
t o c r a c y  su ch  a s  th e  m a r q u i s  de L ia n c o u r t ,  f r e e - t h i n k e r s  su ch  a s  C y ra n o  
a n d  o th e r s  m e t  to  le t  lo o se  t h e i r  e lo q u en ce  in  i n te l l e c tu a l  a c r o b a t i c s .
T h e y  d i s c u s s e d  s u b je c ts  ra n g in g  f r o m  m in o r  lo c a l  s c a n d a l s  to  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
p o l i t i c s  an d  the  g r e a t  p h i lo so p h ic a l  c o n t r o v e r s y  b e tw e e n  D e s c a r t e s  an d  
G a s s e n d i .  Such w e re  the  d i s c u s s io n s  to  w h ich  o u r  p o e t  no  doubt l i s t e n e d  
w ith  k e e n  i n t e r e s t  and  w hich  he  w ould  e n d e a v o u r  to  r e c a s t  in  h i s  ow n 
w ay  in  th e  C o n te s  a n d  F a b l e s . M o st  of th e  c a b a r e t s  h a d  t h e i r  s p e c ia l  
c l i e n t s .  T h e r e  w a s ,  fo r  e x a m p le ,  th e  " C a b a r e t  du  B e l  A i r "  in  th e  
F a u b o u rg  S a in t - G e r m a in  w h e re  th e  K in g 's  m u s ic i a n s  m e t .  L u l l i ,  the
F l o r e n t in e  v io l in i s t ,  who would l a t e r  s a b o ta g e  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  o p e r a ,
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D a p h n e , w a s  a  r e g u l a r  c l ien t  of th is  c a b a r e t ,  an d  so w e r e  w e l l -k n o w n  in ­
t e l l e c tu a l s  l ik e  J a c q u e s  le  P a i l l e u r  and  D a m ie n  M itt  on. M a th e m a t ic i a n s ,  
s c i e n t i s t s  an d  p h i lo s o p h e rs  a l s o  f r e q u e n te d  t h e r e .  E t ie n n e  P a s c a l  a n d  h i s  
so n  B la i s e  u s e d  to  co m e  th e r e  to  p a r t i c ip a te  in  th e  d i s c u s s io n s  on p h y s ic s ,  
m a th e m a t i c s  an d  a s t r o n o m y .  L a  F o n ta in e  m e t  an d  cer^ta in ly  l i s t e n e d  o r  
took  p a r t  in  th e  d is c u s s io n s  of m a n y  of th e s e  p e o p le .  T h e r e  i s  no doub t 
th a t  t h e s e  c o n ta c ts  and  e x p e r ie n c e s  b ro a d e n e d  h is  m e n t a l  ou tlo o k  th u s  
p r e p a r i n g  h im  f o r  the  w r i t in g  of the  F a b l e s .
B e s id e s  the  m u tu a l  and  d i r e c t  ex ch an g e  of id e a s  b e tw e e n  th e  p o e t  
a n d  h i s  l i t e r a r y  c o l le a g u e s ,  the  l a t t e r ' s , . p r o f e s s i o n a l  s u c c e s s e s  w e r e ,  in  
a  w ay , p o w e rfu l  in s p i r a t io n s  to  h im ,  f o r  th e  c o n s ta n t  d e m a n d  w h ic h  t h e i r  
f r i e n d s h ip  m a d e  on h is  in te l l ig e n c e  o f f e re d  h im  c o n s id e r a b le  in te l l e c tu a l  
s t im u la t io n .  T h is  c o m ra d e s h ip ,  th is  f a c i l i ty  f o r  e a s y  c o n ta c t  and  m u tu a l  
ex ch an g e  of id e a s  w e re  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a s p e c t s  of c o n t e m p o r a r y  P a r i s i a n  
so c ie ty ,  a  s o c ie ty  th a t  w as r e f in e d  an d  m e t ic u lo u s  in  m a t t e r s  of t a s t e  
an d  s ty le .  It w a s  the  c h a r a c t e r ,  th e  s o c ia l  v a lu e s  of th i s  p o l i te  s o c ie ty .
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in  w h ich  a u th o r i ty  , r e a s o n ,  p r o p r i e ty  and  g en ius  w e r e  r e s p e c t e d ,  th a t  
m a d e  i t  p o s s ib le  f o r  La F o n ta in e  to p lace  h is  a d m i r a b le  g if t  of s t o r y ­
te l l in g  a t  the  s e r v ic e  of m o r a l  w is d o m . H ad  th e  p o e t  b e e n  b o r n  in  th e  
M idd le  A g e s ,  he  would p e rh a p s  have  b e e n  so m e th in g  l ik e  a  m e n d ic a n t  
f r i a r  o r  a  h e r m i t  o r  a m onk , d e c o r a t in g  the  m a r g i n s  of h i s  m a n u s c r i p t s  
w ith  the  p i c t u r e s  of b i r d s  and  b e a s t s .  In th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu r y  he  
w ou ld  p r o b a b ly  have  b een  a f ig u re  d r i f t in g  f r o m  one co ffee  h o u se  to  th e  
o th e r ,  p o u r in g  out h is  sou l in  ra n d o m  l y r i c s  an d  p e r h a p s  dying  p r e m a t u r e ­
ly .  B u t l iv in g  in  the  P a r i s i a n  s o c ie ty  of the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  he  
w a s  p r e s e r v e d  an d  e n c o u ra g e d  th ro u g h  an  a d m i r a b le  s y s t e m  of p r o t e c t i o n  
a n d  p a t ro n a g e  in  h igh  p la c e s ,  an d  en ab le d  to  dev e lo p  in to  one of th e  
m o s t  r e m a r k a b l e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s  of a l l  t im e .  H is  t a l e n t s ,  though  n a t u r a l  
to  h im ,  w ould  p e rh a p s  not have  a c q u i r e d  t h e i r  c h a r m in g  p u r i ty ,  d e l i c a c y  
a n d  u n iv e r s a l i t y  if  he  h ad  b e en  b o rn  and  b r e d  in  a  l e s s  r e f in e d ,  l e s s  
c u l tu r e d  s o c ie ty .  A s  T a in e  h a s  p e r t in e n t ly  n o ted .  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  g e n iu s  
w a s  th e  p ro d u c t  of h i s  r a c e ,  t im e  an d  m i l i e u  :
L e  gen ie  n ' e s t  r i e n  qu 'une  p u is s a n c e  d év e lo p p é ,  e t 
n u l le  p u is s a n c e  ne peu t se  d é v e lo p p e r  tou t e n t i e r e ,  
s in o n  d an s  le  p ay s  ou e l le  se  r e n c o n t r e  n a tu r e l l e m e n t  
e t  ch ez  to u s ,  ou l 'é d u c a t io n  la  n o u r r i t ,  ou l 'e x e m p le  
la  f o r t i f i e ,  ou le  c a r a c t è r e  l a  so u t ie n t ,  ou le  p u b lic  
l a  p r o v o q u e . . . .  P lu s  un poe te  e s t  p a r f a i t ,  p lu s  i l  e s t  
n a t io n a l .  P lu s  i l  p é n é t r é  d an s  son  a r t ,  p lus  i l  a  
p é n é t r é  d an s  le  gen ie  de son  s ie c le  e t  de s a  r a c e .
I l  a  fa l lu  la  f in e s s e ,  la  s o b r i é t é ,  la  g a ie te ,  l a  m a l i c e
g a u lo is e ,  l ' e l e g a n c e ,  l ' a r t  e t  l 'é d u c a t io n  du d ix - s e p t i è m e
s ie c le  p o u r  p r o d u i r e  un L a  F o n ta in e .
T a in e  m a y  have  s ta t e d  h is  poin t w ith  a n  a i r  of f i n a l i s m  th a t  s m a c k s  of 
e x a g g e ra t io n .  ®ut the  t r u th  r e m a in s  th a t  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  
th e  c u l tu r e d  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  of s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  P a r i s  su ch  a s  th e  
B o u i l lo n s ,  th e  S é v ig n é s ,  the  S a b l i è r e s ,  th e  C o n d és  a n d  th e  H e r v a r t s ,  to  
m e n t io n  ju s t  a  few , w as  no l e s s  s ig n if ic a n t  in  h is  in t e l l e c t u a l  d e v e lo p ­
m e n t  th a n  h is  r e a d in g  of T e r e n c e ,  O vid , H o r a c e ,  V i r g i l ,  H o m e r ,  P la to  
an d  B o c c a c c io .  I t  took  the  e le g a n c e ,  th e  a r t ,  the  sp le n d id  f lo w e r in g  of 
th e  F r e n c h  c u l tu re  of th a t  epoch  a s  w e ll  a s  the  f r a n k n e s s ,  m a l i c e  an d  
i r o n i c  w it  n a t iv e  to  the  F r e n c h ,  to  f o r m  h i s  g e n iu s .  T h e s e  n a t io n a l  
c h a r a c t e r  t r a i t s  w il l  b e co m e  m o r e  m a n i f e s t  a s  h i s  p e r s o n a l i t y  u n fo lds  
in  h i s  l i t e r a r y  w o r k s .  He en jo y ed  th e  r a r e  and  in e s t im a b le  g ift of c o m ­
b in in g  in  h i s  w o rk  th e  b e s t  of w hat h a d  gone b e f o r e  w ith  t h e  im m e n s e
206. T a in e ,  H . , O p . C i t . ,  p. 344.
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a d v a n ta g e s  of l iv in g  in  c o n te m p o r a r y  P a r i s .
A p a r t  f r o m  the  p u re ly  c u l tu r a l  a n d  in te l l e c tu a l  f a c i l i t i e s  p r o ­
v id ed  b y  th e  m i l i e u  of P a r i s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  h a d  y e t  a n o th e r  im p o r ta n t  
s o u r c e  of in s p i r a t io n ,  s t im u la t io n  an d  e n c o u r a g e m e n t .  B e s id e s  F o u q u e t  
and  th e  p u r e ly  l i t e r a r y  a s s o c i a t e s ,  th e  poe t a l s o  e n jo y ed  the  p a t ro n a g e  
of a n u m b e r  of in f lu en tia l  f ig u r e s  who p ro v id e d  h im  w ith  n o t o n ly  b a s i c  
m a t e r i a l  n e e d s ,  su ch  a s  food, m o n e y  an d  s h e l t e r ,  b u t c r e a t e d  f o r  h im  
o p p o r tu n i t i e s  f o r  in te l le c tu a l  s t im u la t io n .  A m o n g  th e s e  f r i e n d s  w e r e  
su ch  w e l l -k n o w n  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a s  F r a n ç o i s  de M a u c ro ix ,  L a  R o c h e fo u ­
c au ld ,  S a in t - E v r e m o n d ,  the  B o u il lo n s ,  th e  d o w a g e r  d u c h e s s  of O r l e a n s ,  
M m .e. . de L a  S a b l ie r e  w hom  we sh a l l  d i s c u s s  s e p a r a t e l y  in  v ie w  of 
h e r  s p e c ia l  r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  th e  p oe t,  th e  C ondes  an d  th e  H e r v a r t s ,  
who w e r e  to  o f f e r  h im  h e lp  an d  c o m fo r t  in  h i s  o ld  a g e .  I t  w as  th a n k s  
to  th e  g e n e r o s i ty  and  m a g n a n im ity  of t h e s e  f r i e n d s  an d  a d m i r e r ^  th a t  
L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  ab le  to  k e ep  a f lo a t  w hen  F o u q u e t  s a n k .  W a lc k e n a e r  
p u ts  i t  th u s  : \
L ’a m i t i e  lu i  é p a rg n a  m ê m e  ju s q 'a u x  so in s  e t  aux  
s o u c is  de sa  p ro p r e  e x i s t e n c e .  I l  l a i s s a  d o u c em e n t  
c o u le r  s e s  jo u r s ,  e t  s 'a b a n d o n n a  s a n s  c o n t r a in te  a s e s  
go û ts  e t  a  son  g e n re .
T h a t  th e  p o e t  n u m b e re d  so m a n y  d is t in g u is h e d  f ig u r e s  of th e  e p o ch  a m o n g  
h i s  f r i e n d s  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s in g .  A s  w e h a v e  s e e n  in  o u r  a n a ly s i s  of h i s  
n a t u r a l  d is p o s i t io n ,  he  h ad  so m e th in g  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e n g ag in g  in  h is  s im p le ,  
u n in h ib i te d ,  g o o d -n a tu re d  c h a r a c t e r .  He w ould  f a in  be  a t  p e a c e  w ith  
e v e ry o n e ;  h e  w a s  f o r b e a r in g  and  le n ie n t  to w a rd s  p e o p le 's  fo ib le s ,  l i b e r a l  
in  c o n s t r u in g  t h e i r  m o t iv e s  an d  a s  t r u s t f u l  in  t h e i r  a f fe c t io n  f o r  h im  a s  
he  w a s  a s s u r e d  of h is  own f o r  th e m .  H e w a s  n o t  the  ty p e  to  s i t  by , 
w h ile  h i s  r e a l  f r i e n d s  w e re  be in g  d i s p a r a g e d  o r  v ic t im iz e d .  W hen, f o r  
e x a m p le ,  m o s t  of the  c o u r t i e r s  w hom  F o u q e t  h a d  e n r i c h e d  a b a n d o n e d  
h im .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e m a in e d  fa i th fu l  to  h i s  f a l le n  p a t r o n .  E v e n  th o u g h  a t  
th a t  t im e  i t  w a s  obv ious ly  r i s k y  to  id e n t i fy  o n e s e l f  w ith  so m e o n e  c o n ­
s id e r e d  to  be an  e n e m y  of C o lb e r t ,  of th e  K ing  a n d  of th e  S ta te ,  th e  
p o e t  s to o d  m a n fu l ly  by F o u q u e t ,  and th ro u g h  h i s  E l e g ie  aux  N y m p h e s  
de V aux  a n d  h i s  Ode au  r o i , h e lp e d  to  a l l a y  the  s t o r m  of in d ig n a t io n  
r a i s e d  on a l l  s id e s  a g a in s t  the  M in i s t e r .  In  the  Ode au  r o i , in  p a r t i ­
c u l a r ,  he  d a r e s  to  a d d r e s s  the  K ing in  d ig n if ied  an d  c o m p e l l in g  v e r s e s ,
207, W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . C . ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 1 -2 .
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a d m o n is h in g  h im  to  u se  h is  t r e m e n d o u s  p o w e rs  to c r u s h  h i s  f o r e ig n  
e n e m ie s  a n d  to  show  m e r c y  to  h i s  s u b je c t s .  C le a r l y ,  L a  F o n ta in e
h a d  th e  q u a l i t i e s  of a m a n  to  be lo v ed , a m a n  p le a s a n t  to  m e e t  an d
p le a s a n t  to  r e m e m b e r .  T h is  w as  th e  s e c r e t  of h i s  p e r s o n a l  m a g n e t i s m
an d  p a r t l y  of h i s  p r o f e s s io n a l  s u c c e s s .
1 .
T h e  m o s t  in t im a te  of h is  f r i e n d s ,  though  no t n e c e s s a r i l y  th e
m o s t  g e n e r o u s  w ith  m a t e r i a l  h e lp ,  w a s  c e r t a in l y  h i s  o ld  s c h o o l  m a t e ,  
F r a n ç o i s  de M a u c ro ix .  T he  two m e n  s h a r e d  a c o m m o n  t a s t e  f o r  p l e a ­
s u r e  an d  a  k e e n  s e n s e  of l i t e r a r y  v a lu e s .  S u rv iv in g  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  
b e tw e e n  th e m ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  s e r i e s .  B i l l e t s  à  M a u c r o ix , r e v e a l s  to  
w ha t e x te n t  th e  p oe t coun ted  on h i s  f r i e n d 's  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  a n d  u n d e r ­
s ta n d in g .  O ne e x am p le  of th i s  i s  th e  c o v e r in g  l e t t e r  w h ich  h e  s e n t  to  
M a u c ro ix  a lo n g  w ith  the  m a n u s c r ip t  of th e  fa b le .  L a  M ouche e t  l a  F o u r ­
m i .  I t  r e a d s  :
I l  f a u t  que tu  a i e s  o u b lié  que lque  c h o se  d a n s  la  
c o p ie ,  c a r  ce qui e s t  a u  c r a y o n  ne  s 'y  r a p p o r t e  p a s .
Du r e s t e  j ' a i  c o r r ig e  c e la ,  e t  j e  t 'e n v o ie  une .au tre  
c o p ie .  J 'a i m e  m ie u x  que tu  m e  r e c u e i l l e s  le  to u t .
J ' a i  un  con te  a  te  f a i r e . . . .
T h e n  he  a d d s  in  a  p o s t s c r ip t  :
E n  v o ic i  e n c o r e ,  e t  je  n 'y  t ro u v e  p lu s  r i e n  à c h a n g e r .
I l  ne  m e  s e m b le  pas  que je  do ive  m e  r e n d r e  a  t e s  
s c r u p u le s ;  m a  veuve  e s t  é g a le m e n t  s in c e r e  d an s  s e s  
deux  é ta t  s .
T h e .  to n e  of th i s  l e t t e r  su g g e s ts  th a t  m a n y  of th e  t a l e s  a n d  f a b le s  w e r e  
su b m it te d  to  M a u r e  m ix  fo r  re a d in g  and  c o m m e n ts  b e f o r e  th e y  w e r e  p u b ­
l i s h e d  a n d  t h e r e  i s  no doubt th a t  m o s t  of th e m  w e r e  r e v i s e d  in  a c c o r ­
d a n ce  w ith  h i s  su g g e s t io n s .
L e  b o n  e t  p la i s a n t  chano ine  de M a u c ro ix  e s t ,  s a n s  
au cu n  d o u te ,  l ' a m i  qui a  in flue  le  p lu s  s u r  l a  m e n ­
t a l i t é  du f a b u l i s te .  I l s  se  v i s i t e n t  so u v en t ,  se  c o m ­
p re n n e n t  f o r t  b ien  , s 'a im e n t  d 'u n  a m o u r  t e n d r e  ^ t  
d é l ic a t ,  M a u c ro ix  e s t  l ' a m i  de to u te  une  v ie .
N o w h ere  e l s e  is  M a u c ro ix '  in f luence  on th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
m in d  m o r e  ev id en t  th an  in  o u r  p o e t 's  love  e l e g i e s .  A lth o u g h  th e  p o e t
208. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t y  p. 470 : "Ode au  r o i " ,  11. 4 9 -5 4 .
209. I b i d . ,  p .  41 : " B il le t  à M a u c ro ix "
210. I b i d . ,  p . 41.
211. N a y r a c ,  J . , O p .C i t . ,  p. 179.
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d re w  in s p i r a t i o n  fo r  som e of h is  e le g i e s  f r o m  V o i tu re ,  i t  i s  e q u a l ly  
t r u e  th a t  th e  d e v e lo p m en t of h i s  e le g ia c  s e n s i t iv i ty  w a s  v e r y  c lo s e ly  r e ­
l a t e d  to  h i s  f r i e n d s h ip  and  l i f e - lo n g  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  M a u c r o ix .  T h e  
s t r ik in g  s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e tw een  the  e le g ie s  of M a u c ro ix  a n d  th o s e  of L a  
F o n ta in e  s u g g e s t  th a t  both  a u th o r s  d re w  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  a  c o m m o n  
s o u r c e .  In d e e d  both  w e re  a v id  r e a d e r s  of V o i tu r e .  B u t  e v en  th e n ,  t h e i r  
p e r s o n a l  a d a p ta t io n s  of th e i r  co m m o n  m o d e l  a r e  so  id e n t i c a l  bo th  in  
v e r s e  s t r u c t u r e  a n d  tu r n  of m in d  th a t  one c an n o t doubt th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  
tw o f r i e n d s  in f lu en c ed  each  o th e r  to o .  A b r i e f  c o m p a r i s o n  of t h e i r  
e le g i e s  w i l l  h e lp  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th i s  p o in t .  M a u c r o ix 's  e l e g i e s  a r e  s e v e n  
in  n u m b e r ,  b u t  we sh a l l  l im i t  o u r  c o m p a r i s o n  to  two of th e m ,  s in c e  
n e a r l y  a l l  of th e m  a r e  s im i l a r  b o th  in  s u b je c t  m a t t e r  a n d  in  s ty le .  T h e  
one w h ich  a p p e a r s  to  be the  o ld e s t  i s  a d d r e s s e d  to  a  c e r t a i n  CJlympe, a n d
w a s  p u b l is h e d  in  .1 6 6 0 , the  s a m e  y e a r  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  p u b l i s h e d  h i s
212b a l la d e  on th e  p e a c e  of the  P y r e n e e s .  T h e  s a id  O ly m p e  w a s  p r e s u m a b l y
M a u c r o ix 's  f i r s t  lo v e .  B efo re  h e  k n ew  h e r ,  h e  h a d  l iv e d  f r e e  f r o m
e m o t io n a l  d i s tu r b a n c e s  of a m o ro u s  n a tu r e .  B u t h i s  m e e t in g  w ith  O ly m p e
r e s u l t s  in  a n  u p s u rg e  of em o tio n  an d  a g i ta t io n .  H is  m e n ta l  u n r e s t ,
fo llo w in g  h i s  in v o lv e m e n t  w ith  th e  c h a r m in g  O ly m p e ,  i s  s u ch  th a t  he
ev en  c o n te m p la te s  abandoning  h e r ,  b u t can n o t  m u s t e r  s u f f ic ie n t  c o u r a g e
an d  w i l l - p o w e r  to  do so . T h u s  he  l a m e n ts  :
J ' a i  f a i t  p o u r  m o n  r e p o s  d e s  p r o je t s  s u p e r f lu s .
E t  j ' a i  d it  m i l l e  fo is  : J e  ne  la  v e r r a i  p lu  si
M a is  que l e s  v r a i s  a m a n t s  g a rd e n t  m a l  c e s  p a r o l e s .
E t  que to u s  c e s  s e r m e n t s  son t d e s  s e r m e n t s  f r i v o l e  s i  
J e  n 'a v a i s  p a s  j u r e  de v iv r e  l ib r e m e n t .
Que je  b r û l a i s  de ja  de r o m p r e  m o n  s e r m e n t .
L a  r a i s o n  a v a i t  b eau  c o m b a t t r e  c e t t e  en v ie ,
J e  r e g a r d a i s  a s s e z  le  r e p o s  de m a  v ie .
M a is  tu  m e  p o s s é d a is  a v ec  t a n t  de p o u v o i r .
Q u 'e n f in  je  co n c lu a is  q u ' i l  f a l l a i t  t e  r e v o i r .
T h i s  a p p a r e n t  b la sp h e m y  a g a in s t  lo v e ,  t r a d i t i o n a l ly  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of th e
e le g ia c  g e n re ,  i s  r e p e a te d  w ith  c o m p a r a b le  d e l ic a c y  a n d  fe e l in g  b y  L a
F o n ta in e  in  h is  E lé g ie  t r o i s i è m e . B ut he  h a n d le s  i t  in  a  l i g h t e r ,  a
214m o r e  c o m m o n -p la c e  m a n n e r  th a n  M a u c ro ix .  T h e  s e c o n d  e le g y  c o m -
212. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 460.
213. M a u c ro ix ,  F .  de, Œ u v r e s  d i v e r s e s ,  P a r i s ,  é d i t .  L o u is  P a r i s .
1854, t . I ,  pp. 3 - 4 :  " E lé g ie  a  O l y m p e " . , 11. 3 9 -4 9 .
214. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p; 480.
p o s e d  by  th e  l a t t e r  i s  a d d r e s s e d  to  a n o th e r  of h i s  s w e e th e a r t s  n a m e d  
P h i l i s .  T h e  p ie ce  c o m b in e s  an  in d ic tm e n t  of love  a s  "un  fu n e s te  n a u ­
f r a g e  w ith  th e  c o n tem p la t io n  of the  r i s k  of a  new  e x p o s u r e  to  " I 'o r a g e "  :
Ce n ' e s t  done p a s  a s s e z ,  d e s  m a u x  que j ' a i  s o u f f e r t s  :
T u  v e i ^ ,  c r u e l  A m o u r ,  que je  r e n t r e  en  t e s  f e r s .
E t  q u 'a  p e in e  e s s u y e  d 'u n  fu n e s te  n a u f ra g e .
J 'e x p o s e  e n c o r  m a  v ie  au  p o u v o ir  de l ' o r a g e l ^ ^ ^
H e r e  a g a in ,  the  s im i l a r i t y  b e tw een  th e s e  l in e s  an d  th o s e  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
f i r s t  an d  s e c o n d  e le g ie s  is  so s t r ik in g  a s  to  s u g g e s t  th e  in f lu en c e  of 
one on the  o th e r .  We find  the  s a m e  id e a s ,  im a g e s  a n d  s o m e t im e s  th e  
v e r y  w o r d s  u s e d  by  M a u c ro ix  r e a p p e a r in g  in  o u r  p o e t 's  w o rk .  L ik e  
th a t  of M a u c ro ix ,  L a  F o n ta in e 's  own e le g ie s  c o m b in e  d i s e n c h a n tm e n t  
w ith  p r o p o s a l s  f o r  a  new  e m b a r k a t io n  " s u r  la  m e r  a m o u r e u s e " .  B u t 
th e s e  id e a s  a r e  d ev e lo p ed  not in one e le g y  bu t  s e p a r a t e l y  a t  th e  b e g in ­
n ing  of th e  f i r s t  and  seco n d  e le g i e s .  T h e  f i r s t  tw o  l in e s  of M a u c r o ix 's  
p o e m , w h ich  o u r  poe t d eve lops  in  a  q u a t r a in ,  f o r m  the  d i s e n c h a n tm e n t  
w ith  a m o r o u s  a d v e n tu r e s  o r  the  in d ic tm e n t  of love  in h i s  f i r s t  *elegy :
A m o u r ,  que t ' a i - j e  fa i t?  d i s - m o i  q u e l  e s t  m o n  c r i m e  :
D 'o u  v ie n t  que je  te  s e r s  to u s  le s  j o u r s  de v ic t im e ?
Q ui t 'o b l ig e  a  m ' o f f r i r  e n c o r  de nouv eau x  f e r s ?  216  
N ' e s - t u  po in t s a t i s f a i t  des  m a u x  que j ' a i ' s o u f f e r t s ?
A nd  the  t h i r d  e leg y  expands  the  l a s t  two l in e s  of M au c ro ix * s  v e r s e  in to
p r o p o s a l s  f o r  f r e s h  love  a d v e n tu r e s  :
Me v o ic i  r e m b a r q u e  su r  l a  m e r  a m o u r e u s e .
M oi p o u r  qui ta n t  de fo is  e l le  fut m a lh e u r e u s e .
Q u i  ne  s u is  p a s  e n c o re  du n a u f ra g e  e s s u y e  
Q u it te  a  pe ine  d 'u n  v œ u  n o u v e l le m e n t  p a y e .
A s  d i s c i p le s  of V o i tu re ,  bo th  M a u c ro ix  a n d  L a  F o n ta in e  h av e  p a r a l l e l s  
in  e a c h  o th e r ,  a p a r t  f r o m  th e i r  m u tu a l  a f fe c t io n ,  l i t e r a r y  c o - o p e r a t io n  
an d  l i f e - lo n g  f r i e n d s h ip .  T h u s  O ly m p e , P h i l i s ,  C l o r i s  a n d  D ian e  r e t a i n  
in  M a u c r o ix 's  m in d  and  w o rk s  the  s a m e  a t t a c h m e n t  w h ich  I r i s ,  D o r i s ,  
C l a r i c e ,  A m a r i l l e  and  o th e r  b e a u t i e s  h o ld  in  th o s e  of L a  F o n ta in e .  I t  
i s  in  th e  e l e g i e s  th a t  the  two w r i t e r s '  f e e l in g s  c o m e  c l o s e s t  to  e a c h  
o th e r .  A llo w in g  f o r  a s l ig h t  d i f f e re n c e  in  e n v i ro n m e n t ,  u p b r in g in g ,  u l ­
t im a te  ch o ice  of p ro f e s s io n  and  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  t h e i r  a p p r o a c h  to  e r o t i c  
p o e t r y  i s  v i r t u a l l y  the  s a m e .  But M a u c ro ix  b e in g  l e s s  in c o n s ta n t  in  
love  an d  of a  d i f fe re n t  p ro f e s s io n  in  l i f e ,  d o e s  no t  h av e  the  s a m e  g r a c e ­
fu l r e t in u e  of f e m a le  f ig u r e s  a ro u n d  h im  a s  does  L a  F o n ta in e .  T h e  f o r -
215. M a u c ro ix ,  F . d e . ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 198.
216. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 478, 11 .1-4 .
217. I b i d . ,  p . 479, 11. 1 -4 .
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m e r  e v o k e s  h i s  youthfu l a m o ro u s  a d v e n tu r e s  b r i e f ly  and  d i s c r e e t ly ;
th e  l a t t e r  c e l e b r a t e s  h i s  w ith  a l l  the  w it a n d  h u m o u r  of a bon  c o n te u r " .
T h e  n ex t  in  the  l i s t  of f r i e n d s  w hose  in f lu e n c e s  h e lp e d  to  s t i ­
m u la te  L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l le c tu a l  g ro w th  i s  R a c in e ,  I t
I
w as  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th ro u g h  h is  a s s i s t a n c e  th a t  o u r  poe t w a s  a b le  to  f in d  
h i s  w ay  th ro u g h  th e  tan g le d  m a z e  of a n c ie n t  G re e k  l i t e r a t u r e ,  L o u is  
R a c in e ,  th e  so n  of th e  fa m o u s  p la y w r ig h t  h im s e l f ,  h a s  r e c o r d e d  how  
L a  F o n ta in e  s u c c e e d e d  in  im p ro v in g  h is  know ledge  of G re e k  a n t iq u i ty  
th ro u g h  d i s c u s s io n s  w ith  R ac in e  :
II (L a  F o n ta in e )  c h e r c h a i t  a  c o n n a î t r e  l e s  a n c ie n s  
p a r  l a  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  e t  m e t t a i t  à  p ro f i t  c e l le  de 
m o n  p e r e ,  qu i lu i  f a i s a i t  l i r e  q u e lq u e fo is  d e s  m o r ­
c e a u x  d 'H o m è r e  dans  la  t r a d u c t io n  la t in e .  Il 
n 'é t a i t  p a s  n é c e s s a i r e  de lu i  en  f a i r e  s e n t i r  l e s
b e a u té s ;  i l  l e s  s a i s s i s s a i t  : to u t  ce  qu i é ta i t  b e a u  
le  f r a p p a i t .  - *
T h e  s a m e  r e la t io n s h ip  e x is te d  b e tw een  o u r  p oe t an d  B o i le a u ,  a l th o u g h  
h i s  f r i e n d s h ip  w ith  th e  l a t t e r  does no t s e e m  to  h av e  b e e n  a s  in t im a te  
an d  c o n s ta n t  a s  h is  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  R a c in e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  t h e i r  l a t e r  
y e a r s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  the  a s s o c ia t i o n  b e tw ee n  L a  F o n ta in e  and  B o i le a u  
w a s  qu ite  f r u i t f u l  to  bo th  f r o m  the  l i t e r a r y  po in t of v iew . C l a r a c ,  in  
an  a r t i c l e  on L a  F o n ta in e  et P o r t - R o y a l , q u o te s  f r a g m e n ts  of a  s e v e n ­
t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  m a n u s c r ip t ,  r e c o r d in g  a d i s c u s s io n  on H o m e r  b e tw e e n  
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th e  two f r i e n d s .  What L a  F o n ta in e  a d m i r e d  m o s t  a n d  e n d e a v o u re d
to  im i ta t e  f r o m  the  l i t e r a r y  te c h n iq u e s  of B o ile a u  a n d  R a c in e  w a s  t h e i r  
f id e l i ty  to  n a tu r e  an d  th e i r  e loquen t w isd o m  .w hich  e n a b le d  th e m  to  s a y  
on ly  w ha t shou ld  be  sa id , in  the  r ig h t  w ay, an d  a t  th e  r ig h t  m o m e n t .
A m o n g  th e  l e s s  g la m o ro u s  b u t l iv e ly  s a lo n s  in  w h ich  o u r  poe t 
w a s  a lw a y s  w a r m ly  r e c e iv e d  w as  th a t  of M m e. de L a  F a y e t t e ,  a  la d y  
of in te l l ig e n c e  a n d  t a s t e ,  and  the  a u th o r  of L a  P r i n c e s s e  de C l e v e s .
H e r  s a lo n  w a s  f r e q u e n te d  by in te l l e c tu a l s ,  l i t e r a r y  m e n  an d  d i s t in g u i ­
sh ed  a r i s t o c r a t s .  One of th e  s t a r s  of th is  s a lo n  w a s  M m e .d e  S év ig n é
218. R a c in e ,  L o u is ,  M é m o i re s  s u r  la  v ie  de J e a n  R a c in e ,  t . V ,  p . 156;
Cf. R a c in e ,  J . , Œ u v r e s ,  é d i t .  M e s n a rd ,  t . î .  p . 334.
219. C l a r a c ,  P . , "L a  F o n ta in e  e t  P o r t - R o y a l " ,  a r t i c l e  p u b l ish e d  in
R ev u e  d 'H is to i r e  de la  p h ilo so p h ie ,  P a r i s ,  1943, p . 148.
I l l
who r e a d  a n d  s u g g e s te d  a m e n d m e n ts  to  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f i r s t  p o e m  to
F o u q u e t ,  an d  w hose  d au g h te r  w as  to  in s p i r e  th e  fa b le .  L e  L io n  a m o u -
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LÊH2S" w as  in  th is  s a lo n  to o ,  th a t  the  p oe t b e c a m e  m o r e  i n t im a te
w ith  th e due de L a  R och efou cau ld  w ho w a s  a  good fr ie n d  o f M m e , de
L a  F a y e t t e .  T h e r e  is  not the  s l ig h te s t  doubt th a t  the  w is d o m  a n d  m a t u r e ,
e v en  i f  c y n ic a l ,  r e f le c t io n s  of th is  d i s i l lu s io n e d ,  o ld  " f r o n d e u r "  a p p e a le d
to  the  po e t.  T h i s  fa c t  is  b o rn e  out by  the  f a b le s ,  L 'H o m m e  e t son
a n d  D is c o u r s  à  M. le  duc de L a  R o c h e fo u c a u ld ^ ^^ b o th  of
w h ich  w e r e  i n s p i r e d  by  L a  R o c h e fo u c a u ld 's  w o rk .  R e f le x io n s  e t  M a x i m e s .
A n o th e r  in f lu en t ia l  m e m b e r  of th is  c i r c l e  w a s  S a i n t - E v r  em o n d .
A lth o u g h  th e  l a t t e r  spen t m o s t  of h i s  l i fe  in  e x i le  in  H o l la n d  a n d  E n g la n d ,
h e  w a s  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  good f r i e n d  long  b e fo re  h e  w en t in to  b a n is h m e n t .
T h e i r  p a th s  c r o s s e d  f i r s t  a t  V aux  w hen  S a in t - E v r  em ond. w a s  am o n g
F o u q u e t 's  f r e q u e n t  g u e s ts .  F r o m  h is  ex ile  h e  m a in ta in e d  s te a d y  c o n ta c t
223w ith  o u r  p oe t th ro u g h  r e g u la r  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  a n d  ex ch a n g e  of i d e a s .
In  f a c t  th e  bond  of f r ie n d s h ip  b e tw e e n  th e  tw o m e n  w a s  su ch  th a t  l a t e r  
in  l i f e ,  S a in t - E v r  em o n d  m a d e  a d e te r m in e d  b u t  a b o r t iv e  e f fo r t  to  b r in g  
h is  f r i e n d  o v e r  to  E n g lan d . T h e i r  l i t e r a r y  m e e t in g  po in t i s  in  M o n ­
ta ig n e .
D e M on ta igne  e t  de C h a r r o n  a  S a in t - E v r  e m o n d  e t  L a  
F o n ta in e  e t  a N inon. . . .  i l  n 'y  a  que l a  m a i n . . . C ' e s t  
a in s i  que, dans  la  s e r i e  d e s  te m p s ,  q u e lq u e s  e s p r i t s  
fon t la  c h a în e .
B o th  w r i t e r s  th in k  a l ik e  on a  w ide ra n g e  of m a t t e r s .  T h e  p r o s e  w o rk  
e n t i t l e d  C o m p a r a i s o n  d 'A le x a n d re ,  de C e s a r  e t  de  M . le  P r i n c e , w h ic h  
L a  F o n ta in e  p u b l ish e d  in  1684, w as  p a r t l y  i n s p i r e d  b y  tw o  of S a in t -  
E v r  e m o n d 's  w o rk s ,  n a m e ly ,  the  E lo g e  de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e  (1652- 
1653) and  L a  C o m p a r a i s o n  de C e s a r  et A le x a n d re  . I t  w a s  f r o m  S a in t -  
E v r e m o n d ,  a s  we sh a l l  see  l a t e r ,  th a t  o u r  p o e t  l e a r n t  h i s  f i r s t  l e s s o n  
on p r a c t i c a l  e p ic u r e a n i s m  and  on the  p h ilo so p h y  of G a s s e n d i .  L ik e  S a in t -  
E v r  em ond , L a  F o n ta in e  c o u n se ls  in d i f fe r e n c e  to  th e  C h r i s t i a n  id e a l  of
220 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 96, F a b l e s , IV, 1.
221. I b id . ,  p . 78, F a b l e s , I, H .
222. I b id . ,  p. 155, F a b l e s , X, 14.
223. S a i n t - E v r  em ond , Œ u v r e s  c h o is i e s ,  P a r i s ,  (G ide l) ,  1866,
pp. 243-248 ; Cf. L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  O p . C i t . , pp . 49-51
224. S a in te -B e u v e ,  O p . C i t . ,  t . I V ,  p. 190.
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225s a c r i f i c e  o r  s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t io n .  M an, i n s i s t s  S a i n t - E v r  em ond ,
sh o u ld  ge t out of h im s e lf ,  t r y  to  f o r g e t  h is  m i s e r y  an d  u s e  h i s  p l e a s u r e s
to  p a l l i a te  th e  p a in  of liv ing . E p ic u r e a n  by  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  he  id e n t i f i e s
226th e  p u r s u i t  of p le a s u r e  a s  one of the  c a r d in a l  v i r t u e s  of l i f e .  B o th
m e n  s h a r e  in  co m m o n  the| " h o n n ê te s - g e n s "  a t t i tu d e  of b e in g  d i s c r e e t  
in  t h e i r  p ro n o u n c e m e n ts ,  m o d e s t  in  t h e i r  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  b u t s c e p t ic a l ,  
i r o n i c  an d  a l rn o s t  genu ine ly  in d if fe r e n t  to  th o se  p ro b le m s  of l i fe  w h ich  
a r e  m o s t  l ik e ly  to  d is tu rb  o n e 's  in n e r  f r e e d o m  an d  p e a c e  of m in d ,  be  
i t  h o n o u r s ,  m a r r i a g e  o r  p a re n th o o d .  F in a l ly ,  b o th  a r e  u n i te d  in  t h e i r  
love  of th e  s im p le  p l e a s u r e s  of l ife  : so l i tu d e ,  r e a d in g ,  lo v e ,  th e  b e a u ty  
of n a tu r e  a n d  m u s i c .  F r o m  th e  p u r e ly  in te l le c tu a l  a s p e c t  of t h e i r  r e ­
la t io n s h ip ,  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  w a s  a  c o n s ta n t  s o u rc e  of i n s p i r a t i o n  a n d  e n ­
c o u r a g e m e n t  to  L a  F o n ta in e .  In  a l e t t e r  to  th e  f o r m e r ,  d a ted  18 
D e c e m b e r ,  1687, the  poet ack n o w led g es  h im  a long  w i th iM a r o t  an d  
V o i tu r e  a s  t h r e e  of h is  m o s t  r e s p e c t e d  a u th o r s  who a r e  w o r th y  of e m u ­
la t io n .
L 'é lo g e  qu i v ien t  de vous 
E s t  g lo r ie u x  e t  b ie n  doux :
T o u t le  m o n d e  vous p ro p o s e  
P o u r  m o d è le  aux  b ons  a u te u r s ;
V os b e a u x  o u v ra g e s  sont c a u se  
Que j ' a i  su p la i r e  aux  neu f  Soeurs  :
C a u s e  en  p a r t i e ,  e t non  to u te .
C a r  v o u s  vou lez  b ie n  san s  doute  
Q ue j ' y  jo ig n e  le s  é c r i t s  
D 'a u c u n s  de no s  b e au x  e s p r i t s .
J ' a i  p r o f i t é  dans  V o i tu re ;
E t  M a r o t  p a r  sa  l e c t u r e  ,
M 'a  f o r t  a id é ,  j ' e n  c o n v ien s .
J e  ne  s a i s  qui fu t son  m a î t r e  :
Que ce  s o i t  qui ce p eu t  ê t r e ,  ^27  
V ous ê t e s  to u s  t r o i s  l e s  m ie n s .
W hat L a  F o n ta in e  a d m i r e d  m o s t  in  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  w a s  h i s  o r ig in a l  an d  
in d ep en d en t m in d ,  d e l ic a c y  of s ty le  an d  t a s t e ,  su b t le  w it ,  co u p led  w ith  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  an d  s c ie n t i f ic  c u r io s i ty .  I s  i t  an y  w o n d e r  th e n  th a t  o u r  
p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  w as  d is t in g u is h e d  by  th e s e  s a m e  t r a i t s  an d  q u a ­
l i t i e s ?
225. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . , p. 172, F a b le s  , XII, 20 .
226. S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 2 4 3 -2 4 8 .
227. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . , p . 49.
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On the  m o r e  s o c ia l  le v e l ,  i t  w as  in the  due an d  th e  d u c h e s s e  
de B o u il lo n  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  found f u r t h e r  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  an d  s u p p o r t  
w hen  he m o s t  n e e d e d  th e m . T h e  d u c h e s s ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w as  a  young 
la d y  of g r e a t  b e a u ty ,  w it  and  w e a l th ,  w ith  a  r e m a r k a b l e  t a s t e  f o r  a l l  
s o r t s  of p l e a s u r e  a n d  a m u s e m e n t .  O u r  p o e t  h ad  a  g r e a t  d e a l  of a d ­
m i r a t i o n  f o r  h e r ,  and  c e le b r a te s  h e r  c h a r m s  u n d e r  th e  p o e t ic  n a m e s  of 
' O ly m p e " ,  " U r a n ie "  an d  "A m in te " .  He d e d ic a te d  P s y c h e  to  h e r ,  an d  
i t  w a s  she  who c o m m is s io n e d  L a  F o n ta in e  to  w r i t e  th e  P o e m e  du Q u in -  
qu ina  . H e r  s a lo n  in  P a r i s  w as  a  h a v e n  f o r  the  p o e t ,  o th e r  l i t e r a r y  
a r t i s t s  a n d  p le a  s u r e - lo v in g  a r i s t o c r a t s .  N o w h ere  e l s e  p e r h a p s ,  cou ld  
th e  C o n te s  h a v e  h a d  a m o r e  fa v o u ra b le  w e lco m e  th a n  in  t h i s  c i r c l e  of 
e a s y  m a n n e r s  an d  w o r ld ly  p l e a s u r e s .  C e r ta in ly ,  th e  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  
f r o m  th i s  q u a r t e r  p lay ed  a g r e a t  p a r t  in  s t im u la t in g  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  c o m ­
p o s i t io n  of the  t a l e s ,  f o r  he  w ro te  to  s a t i s f y  t h e i r  t a s t e .
A bou t th e  y e a r  1663, the  poet who, s in ce  th e  f a l l  of F o u q u e t ,  
h a d  b e e n  s e c r e t l y  w a tch ed  by  C o lb e r t ' s  a g e n ts ,  w a s  b e in g  p r o s e c u te d  
fo r  u s u rp in g  the  t i t l e  of " E c u y e r " ,  H is  f a th e r  h a d  f r e e l y  u s e d  th i s  
t i t l e  b e fo re  h im  w ithou t any  u n fo r tu n a te  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  B u t s in c e  1661 
a n y  u n re c o g n iz e d  a s s u m p tio n  of n o b i l i ty  w a s  s e v e r e ly  p e n a l iz e d ,  e s p e ­
c ia l ly  a s  t i t l e  h o ld e r s  w e re  exem.pt f r o m  c e r t a i n  f o r m s  of ta x a t io n .  
W h e th e r  the  c h a r g e  a g a in s t  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  genu ine  o r  t r u m p e d  up 
m a d e  no d i f f e r e n c e  to  C o lb e r t  and  h i s  h e n c h m e n .  A l l  th a t  m a t t e r e d  w a s  
th a t  i t  a f fo rd e d  th e  v in d ic t iv e  P r i m e  M in i s t e r  a  good c h a n c e  of p u n ish in g  
a  s u p p o r t e r  of h i s  m o r t a l  en em y , F o u q u e t .  T h e  p o e t ,  r e a l i z i n g  th a t  
he  w ou ld  be  ru in e d ,  w ro te  a  p a th e t ic  e p i s t l e  to  th e  due  a n d  d u c h e s s e  de 
B ou il lo n ,  r e q u e s t in g  th e m  in the  n a m e  of t h e i r  f r i e n d s h ip  to  in te r v e n e  
on h is  b e h a lf .  H e w r i t e s  :
D igne  h é r i t i e r  d 'u n  peup le  de v a in q u e u r s .
E c o u te z - m o i ;  q u 'u n  m o m e n t  de c o n t ra in te  
T ie n n e  v o t r e  â m e  a t te n t iv e  a  m a  p la in te  :
S u r  m o n  m a lh e u r  d a ignez  v o u s  a r r ê t e r ;  ^28 
E n  ce t e m p s - c i ,  c 'e s t  b eau co u p  d 'e c o u te r .
T h e  e a r l y  in te rv e n t io n  of the  duc an d  d u c h e s s e  de B o u il lo n  le d  to  th e
c a n c e l la t io n  of th e  c h a r g e ,  th u s  sav in g  no t on ly  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  p e r s o n
bu t h is  evo lv ing  c a r e e r  a s  w e ll .  A t the  s a m e  t i m e ,  th e s e  b e n e f ic e n t
228. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 4 7 1 -4 7 3 , 11. 6 -1 0 ,
114
p a t r o n s ,  o r  th e  d u c h e s s  , to be  p r e c i s e ,  in t r o d u c e d  th e  p o e t  to  h e r  
f r i e n d s  an d  d is t in g u is h e d  a s s o c i a t e s  in  P a r i s .  T h is  w a s  y e t  a n o th e r  
e x c e l le n t  o p p o r tu n i ty  fo r  L a  F o n ta in e  to  c l im b  a  s tep  h ig h e r  on th e
l a d d e r  of p r o g r e s s ,  fo r  th a t  s a m e  y e a r  he  b e c a m e  a g e n t l e m a n - s e r v a n t
■ . 1
to  M a r g u e r i t e  de L o r r a in e ,  the  d o w ag er  d u c h e s s  of O r le a n s  (1664).
T h e  d o w a g e r  d u c h e s s  of O r le a n s  w as  th e  w idow  of L o u is  X I I I 's  
b r o t h e r  and  th u s  a  m e m b e r  of the  R o y a l  f a m i ly .  H e r  good o ff ic e s  o b ­
ta in e d  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e  the  o ff ic ia l  c o n fe rm e n t  of the  d is p u te d  t i t l e  of 
" e c u y e r "  in  Ju ly ,  1664. T he  p io u s ,  r a t h e r  g loom y  p a la c e  of L u x e m ­
b o u rg  w h e re  th e  dow ager  d u c h e s s  l iv e d  a f fo rd e d  l i t t l e  d i s t r a c t i o n  o r  
a m u s e m e n t  to  o u r  p lea  s u re - lo v in g  " b o n h o m m e " .  M a r g u e r i t e  de L o r r a i n e  
w a s  f o r  m o s t  of the  p e r io d  a s ick  w o m an , a n d  th e  p o s t  of g e n t le m a n -
s e r v a n t ,  w h ile  c o n f e r r in g  s o c ia l  s t a tu s ,  p a id  only  a  s m a l l  s t ip e n d .  O n
*
th e  p u r e ly  p r o f e s s io n a l  s id e ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  L u x e m b o u rg  
w a s  a  m o s t  r e w a r d in g  e x p e r ie n c e  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e .  I t  gave  h im  m u c h  
l e i s u r e  to  d ev o te  h im s e l f  to  in te n s iv e  l i t e r a r y  a c t iv i ty .  A s  w ou ld  b e  
e x p ec te d ,  th e  e ig h t y e a r s  spen t h e r e  w e re  am o n g  th e  m o s t  f r u i t f u l  
p e r io d s  of h i s  c a r e e r .  M any p r o je c t s  f e r m e n te d  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  in  h i s  
m in d ,  c u lm in a t in g  in  the  c r e a t io n  of the  new  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s  of C o n te s  
an d  F a b l e s . T he  p e r io d  saw  the  p u b lic a t io n  in  q u ick  s u c c e s s io n  of th e  
N o u v e l le s  en  v e r s  , co n ta in ing  the  f i r s t  two t r i a l  t a l e s  of Jo co n d e  a n d  
L e  C o cu  b a t tu  e t con ten t (D ec, 1664), th e  C o n te s  e t  N o u v e l le s  e n  v e r s  
( J a n .  1665), th e  seco n d  v o lu m e  of t a l e s  ( J a n . ,  1666), th e  f i r s t  c o l l e c ­
t io n  of F ab le 's  (M a rch ,  1668), L e s  A m o u r s  dè P s y c h e  e t  de C up idon  
(1669), th e  R e c u e i l  de p o e s ie s  c h r é t ie n n e s  e t d i v e r s e s  (J a n ,  1671) a n d  
f in a l ly ,  th e  F a b le s  n o u v e l le s  e t a u t r e s  p o é s ie s  (M a rc h ,  1671). T h e  
c o m p o s i t io n  an d  s u c c e s s f u l  p u b l ic a t io n  of th is  e n o r m o u s  v o lu m e  of w o r k  
co u ld  no t f a i l  to  a t t r a c t  and  r e t a in  th e  a t te n t io n  of th e  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s  
of th e  e p o ch . C e r ta in ly  th e  a c t iv i ty  e n r ic h e d  h i s  e x p e r i e n c e ,  w h ile  i n ­
c r e a s i n g  h i s  con fidence  in  h im s e l f  and  h i s  u l t im a te  s u c c e s s .  I t  c a n  
th u s  be  s a id  th a t  the  p a t ro n a g e  of the  d o w ag er  d u c h e s s  of O r l e a n s  w a s  
one of th o s e  v e r y  fo r tu n a te  d e v e lo p m e n ts  in  th e  h i s t o r y  of L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
ev o lu tio n  a s  a l i t e r a r y  m a n .
T h is  long l i s t  of f r i e n d s  an d  p a t r o n s  shou ld  no t  be  s e e n  a s  a  
s ig n  of p a r a s i t i s m  o r  indo lence  on the  p a r t  of th e  poet a s  so m e, c r i t i c s .
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su ch  a s  L a m a r t i n e ,  have  te n d ed  to  d o .^ ^ ^  No a u th o r ,  no t ev en  the  
m o s t  p o p u la r  p la y w r ig h ts ,  cou ld  hope  to  s u rv iv e  a t  th a t  t im e  b y  th e  
m e r e  s a le  of h i s  w o rk .  P a t r o n a g e  w as  the  l e g i t im a te  g o a l  of e v e r y  
w r i t e r  o r  a r t i s t .  'T h is  p a t ro n a g e ,  a s  G e o rg e s  C ou ton  p u ts  i t ,  to o k  
v a r io u s  f o r m s ,  ra n g in g
de l ' o c t r o i .  . . .  de v ieu x  p o u rp o in ts  du p r o t e c t e u r  à  
1 h o n n ê te  d o m e s t ic i t é  c o m p o r ta n t  lo g e m e n t ,  a c c è s  
a  l a  t a b le ,  e n t r e t i e n  d 'u n  ch ev a l ,  v o i r e  d 'u n  c a r o s s e ,  
a 1^ a t t r ib u t io n  ^de p e n s io n s ,  de s in e c u r e s  s u r  d e s  
b e n e L c e s  e c c le s ia s t iq u e ^ ,  p a r  e x e m p le ,  a  l a  n o m in a ­
t io n  a  une abbaye , un e v ê c h é ,  un s im p le  p r i e u r e ,  230
P e n s io n s  an d  o th e r  g ra n ts  w e re  d i s p e n s e d  b y  th e  R o y a l  T r e a s u r y ,  b u t 
s in c e  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  v i r tu a l ly  cu t off f r o m  th is  s o u r c e  of in c o m e  b y  
th e  K in g 's  a n ta g o n ism ,  he h ad  to  look  f o r  o th e r  m e a n s  of s u p p o r t ,  if  
h i s  l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l le c tu a l  a s p i r a t i o n s  w e re  to  be  fu l f i l le d .  T h e  k in d ­
n e s s  an d  g e n e r o s i ty  of h is  f r i e n d s ,  in c lu d in g  the  C ondes  a n d  th e  
C o n tis  w hom  we sh a l l  d i s c u s s  l a t e r  on, not on ly  e n c o u r a g e d  o u r  p o e t  
to  fo rg e  a h e a d  bu t a f fo rd e d  h im  so m e  c o n so la t io n  in  th e  fa c e  of w ha t 
C h a m fo r t  h a s  p a th e t ic a l ly  d e s c r ib e d  a s  " l 'o u b li  de l a  c o u r " .
L e u r  so c ié té ,  l e u r  a m i t ié ,  l e s  b ie n fa i ts  
d e s  p r in c e s  de Conti e t de V en d ô m e , e t  d an s  
la  su ite  ceu x  de l 'a u g u s te  é lèv e  de F é n e lo n ,  
r é c o m p e n s e r o n t  le  m é r i t e  der. L a  F o n ta in e  e t 
le  c o n s o le ro n t  de l 'o u b l i  de la  c o u r ,  s ' i l  v 
j^ensa.
T h e  d i v e r s i t y  of h is  p r o t e c to r s  an d  b e n e f a c to r s  i s  in  f a c t  a  p ro o f  of 
g r e a t e r  in d e p en d e n c e  th a n  lean in g  on one s in g le  s o u r c e  of s u p p o r t .  
N a tu r a l ly ,  h i s  w o rk s  r e f le c t  th is  d iv e r s i t y ,  f o r  m a n y  of th e m  w e r e  i n ­
te n d e d  to  a p p e a l  to  v a r io u s  a u d ie n c e s  o r  p a y m a s t e r s .  T h u s  h i s  w o rk s  
d iv id e  out in to  t h r e e  m a in  s t r e a m s  a s  th e y  a r e  g ro u p e d  in  s e v e r a l  
m o d e r n  e d i t io n s ,  n a m e ly ,
P o e m e s  e t  p o e s ie s  d i v e r s e s ,
C o n te s  e t  N o u v e lles  ,
F a b l e s . -
T h e s e  p ro d u c t io n s ,  m a d e  p o s s ib le  by  th e  cong$rii^4  a t m o s p h e r e  of the  
P a l a c e  of L u x e m b o u rg ,  f i r m l y - e s t a b l i s h e d  L a  >F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  r e p u ­
ta t io n ,  f o r  in  the  p r o c e s s  of a c c o m p l is h in g  th i s  t a s k ,  h e  c r e a t e d  w ha t 
w a s  v i r t u a l l y  a  new  l i t e r a r y  g e n re .
229 . See  L a m a r t i n e ' s  c o m m e n t  and  P a u l  V a l e r y 's  r e a c t io n s  on page  3 0 »
230. C ou ton , G, L a  v ie i l l e s s e  de C o rn e i l l e ,  P a r i s ,  1949, p . 358.
231. C h a m fo r t ,  ,N . , O p .C i t ,  t . I ,  p . 259.
116
C H A P T E R  III 
T H E  CREATION O F  A L IT E R A R Y  G EN RE 
 (1661 - 1668)  _
1. E v o lu t io n  of th e  T h e o ry  of C o n te s  : C ly m e n e  •
A f te r  th e  l i t e r a r y  a p p r e n t ic e s h ip  w ith  L 'E unuque  , A d o n is  a n d  
th e  " p e n s io n  p o é t iq u e " .  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  now se t  f o r  th e  a m b i t io u s  p r o ­
j e c t  of c a r v in g  out f o r  h im s e l f  a l i t e r a r y  d o m a in  w hich  w o u ld  be  h i s  
own s p e c ia l i ty .  But b e fo re  c r e a t in g  th i s  new  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e ,  th e  p o e t  
h a d  f i r s t  of a l l  to  p r e p a r e  h is  public  f o r  the  sh o ck . H e h a d  to  e s t a b ­
l i s h  th e  t h e o r y  o r  the  guiding p r in c ip le s  of th e  new  g e n re ,  e x p la in  h i s  
t e c h n iq u e s  an d  i l l u s t r a t e  th e m , if on ly  to  ju s t i fy  h i s  c l a im  to  h a v in g  a c ­
tu a l ly  c r e a t e d  a  new  p a t te rn  out of th e  o ld . T h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of th i s  
th e o r y  w a s  no t th e  r e s u l t  of a  sudden  in s p i r a t io n  n o r  w as  i t  c a r r i e d  out 
in  a  s in g le  l i t e r a r y  w o rk .  T he  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  d o c t r in e  evolved* p r o g r e s ­
s iv e ly  w ith  th e  d ev e lo p m en t of h is  though t and  w o rk s ,  culmina, t in  g in  th e  
p re fa c e  to  th e  fa b le s  of 1668. T he  evo lu tio n  b e g a n  w ith  th e  d e m o n s t r a ­
t io n  of th e  im p o r ta n t  concep t of o r ig in a l i ty  in  im i ta t io n .  T h i s  w a s  c a r r i e d  
out in  th e  qua s i - d r a m a t i c  co m p o s i t io n ,  C ly m e n e .
T h e  l a t t e r  is  a  d i f f ic u l t  w o rk  to  c la s s i f y .  Som e e d i t o r s  of L a
F o n ta in e ,  L a f e n e s t r e ,  f o r  e x am p le ,  g ro u p  i t  w ith  the  p o e t 's  d r a m a t i c  
1w o r k s .  F o r  G e o rg e s  Couton, h o w e v e r ,  the  p ie ce  i s  a  contç  ^ w h ile
3P i e r r e  C l a r a c  s e e s  i t  a s  ju s t  a n o th e r  p o e m . B u t i f  th e  d ia lo g u e  f o r m
of C ly m e n e  , a n d  i t s  s u b - t i t le  " c o m é d ie " ,  su g g es t  th a t  i t  i s  a  d r a m a t i c
w o rk ,  i t s  f o r e w o r d  ju s t i f i e s  i t s  b e ing  g ro u p ed  w ith  th e  t a l e s .  A  s e c t io n
of th e  f o r e w o r d  r e a d s  *
II s e m b le  d 'a b o r d  au  l e c t e u r  que la  c o m e d ie  que 
j 'a j o u te  ic i  n ' e s t  pas  en  so n  l ie u ,  m a i s  s ' i l  la  v e u t  
l i r e  ju s q u 'à  la  fin , i l  y t r o u v e r a  un r é c i t ,  n o n  to u t  
à  fa i t  t e l  que ceux de m e s  c o n te s ,  e t  a u s s i  qu i ne 
s 'e n  é lo igne  p a s  tou t à  fa i t .  I l  n 'y  a  a u cu n e  d i s t r i ­
b u tio n  de scè n e ,  la  ch o se  n 'e t a n t  p a s  fa i te  p o u r  
e t r e  r e p r e  se n te e .
1. L a f e n e s t r e ,  G . , L e s  G ran d  E c r iv a in s  de la  F r a n c e ,  P a r i s ,  1891, t .  VII,
pp. 141-183 . Cf. E d m u n d  P i lo n  e t  F e r n a n d  D auph in , L a  F o n ta in e  
T h é â t r e ,  P a r i s ,  G a r n ie r ,  1929, p p . 1 0 3 -130 .
2. C ou ton , G . , L a  F o n ta in e  C o n te s  e t N o u v e lle s  en  v e r s ,  P a r i s ,  G a r n i e r ,
1961, pp. 228-255 .
3. C l a r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  Œ u v r e s  d i v e r s e s ,  P a r i s ,  P l é i a d e ,  1958,
pp. 2 0 -4 6 .  ^
4. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . , p. 249, C ly m e n e , (A v e r t i s s e m e n t ) .
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T h e  w o rk  i s  e f fe c t iv e ly  in tro d u c e d  by  i t s  open ing  l in e s  a s  i f  i t  w e r e  a
5
p u r e ly  n a r r a t i v e  p iece  and  A c a n te 's  f in a l  e p iso d e  le n d s  so m e  w e ig h t  
6
to  th i s  v ie w .  But th is  f in a l  p ie c e ,  though  i t  s e r v e s  a s  the  c l im a x  of 
th e  s to r y ,  i s  only  a s m a l l  p o r t io n  of th e  w ho le , p o s s e s s in g  n e i th e r  the  
e l e m e n t s  of a  s to r y  n o r  the  l i b e r t y  of tone  w hich  c h a r a c t e r i z e  th e  
C ontes . I t s  p la c e m e n t  a t  the  end  of th e  w o rk  i s  a  c l e v e r  and  d e l ib e r a t e  
a r t i f i c e  w h ich  a s s e m b le s  a l l  the  e le m e n ts  s c a t t e r e d  in  th e  p r e c e d in g  
f r a g m e n t s ,  c o o rd in a te s  and  o r g a n iz e s  th e m  in to  a  un ify ing  s y n th e s is  
w h ich  c o m p le te ly  e l im in a te s  the  o p p o s it io n  b e tw ee n  d r a m a t i c  a n d  n a r r a ­
t iv e  g e n r e s .  T h e  ep ic  e le m e n t  too , i s  d r a s t i c a l l y  r e d u c e d  to  j u s t  th e  
" m e r v e i l l e u x "  w h ich  now s e r v e s  a s  a  p o e tic  o rn a m e n t  p e r m i t t i n g  a  
f a m i l i a r  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  b e tw ee n  m e n  an d  e a s y  o r  in d u lg en t  gods .
V ie w e d  in  th i s  w ay, C lym ene  c a n  be  s a id  to  be  j u s t  a  p o e m .  B u t i t  
i s  a  p o e m  d e s ig n e d  fo r  a  m o r e  s e r io u s  p u rp o s e  th a n  th e  m e r e  e x p r e s -  
s io n  of a  lo v e  e p iso d e .  B e fo re  going on to  e x a m in e  w h a t  th i s  p u r p o s e  
i s ,  l e t  u s  c o n s id e r  the  seco n d  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  a s p e c t  of th i s  p ie c e  of w o rk ,  
n a m e ly ,  the  d a te  of i t s  c o m p o s i t io n ,  f o r  th i s  m u s t  b e  e s t a b l i s h e d  b e f o r e  
the  w o rk  c a n  ta k e  i t s  r ig h tfu l  p la c e  a n d  a s s u m e  i t s  t r u e  im p o r ta n c e  in  
the  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  id e a s .
T h e  te m p ta t io n  to  a s s ig n  C ly m en e  to  th e  p e r io d  of th e  " p e n s io n  
p o é t iq u e "  i s  qu ite  s t ro n g ,  in  v iew  of th e  r e s e m b la n c e  b e tw e e n  i t  a n d  
so m e  f r a g m e n t s  of L e  Songe de V a u x , an d  the  a l lu s io n s  i t  m a k e s  to  
V aux . F o r  e x a m p le ,  th e  l in e s  :
A d ie u  done, o B e a u té s l  je  g a rd e  m o n  e m p lo i  ^
P o u r  l e s  s u r in te n d a n ts  s a n s  p lu s ,  e t  p o u r  l e  r o i .
t e n d  to  s u g g e s t  th a t  F o u q u e t  w as  s t i l l  in  p o w e r  w hen  th e  w o rk  w a s  c o m ­
p o sed .  B ut a  c a r e f u l  s tudy  of th e  p o em  r e v e a l s  th a t  i t  b e lo n g s  to  a  
m u c h  l a t e r  p e r io d ,  p ro b a b ly  b e tw ee n  1664 an d  1671, w hen  L a  F o n ta in e  
w a s  en g ag e d  in  in te n s iv e  l i t e r a r y  a c t iv i ty  w h ile  in  th e  s e r v i c e  of th e  
d o w a g e r  d u c h e s s  of O r le a n s .  T h e  p o e t ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  r e g r e t s  th e  ch ange  
in  t a s t e s  an d  the  co n seq u en t a b s e n c e  of th e  o ld  ty p e  of e p ic  p o e t r y .
5. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 249, H. 1 -1 5 .
6. I b i d . , pp . 256-257 , 11. 641 - 728.
7. I b i d . ,  p . 249, 11, 9 -10
8. Ib id .  p. 255, 11. 565 -573 .
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Such a r e g r e t  w ould  be r id ic u lo u s ly  out of p la c e  in a w o rk  c o m p o s e d  
d u r in g  th e  p e r io d  of the  "p en s io n  Jkjetique" w hen  the  h e r o i c  g e n re  w a s  
s t i l l  p o p u la r .  It i s  a lso  s ig n if ic an t  th a t  the  l i t e r a r y  id e a s  d i s c u s s e d  in  
th is  w o rk ,  su ch  a s  co m p lian ce  w ith  th e  t a s t e s  of the  t im e ,  th e  t h e o r i e s  
of un ity  in  d iv e r s i t y  and j o r ig in a l i ty  in  im i ta t io n ,  b e a r  a  c l o s e r  s i m i l a ­
r i t y  to  th o s e  in  th e  p re fa c e s  to the  f i r s t  v o lu m e  of t a l e s  an d  th e  f i r s t  
c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  than  to  th e  id e a s  in  the  fo r e w o r d  of L e  Songe de 
V au x . T h u s  a l l  in d ic a t io n s  ten d  to  po in t to  the  p e r io d  ju s t  b e fo re  th e  
C o n te s  an d  the  F  a b le s  of 1668 a s  th e  p ro b a b le  da te  of th e  c o m p o s i t io n  
of C ly m e n e .
S i tu a te d  a t  th is  point in t im e ,  th e  w o rk  b e c o m e s  so m e th in g  
m o r e  th a n  j u s t  a  ro m a n t ic  p oem , an d  a s s u m e s  i t s  fu l l  s ig n if ic a n c e  in  
th e  l i t e r a r y  ev o lu tio n  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  f o r  i t  th e n  b e c o m e s  a  d e m o n s t r a ­
t io n  sh o t ,  th a t  i s  a  d e m o n s t ra t io n  o r  a  t r i a l  of th e  s u i ta b i l i ty  Of so m e  
l i t e r a r y  id e a s ,  p a t te r n s  and  te c h n iq u e s  in  a n t ic ip a t io n  of th e  u s e  th e  p o e t  
w ou ld  m a k e  of th e m  in the  C o n tes  an d  the  F  ab le  s . T h i s  i s  in  l in e  w ith  
h is  u s u a l  p r a c t i c e  of r e h e a r s in g  h i s  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  a n d  in s t r u m e n t s  b e ­
f o r e  e m b a r k in g  upon a m a jo r  c o m p o s i t io n .
T h e  p oe t con ce iv ed  som e im p o r ta n t  id e a s  r e l a t iv e  to  h i s  h a n d ­
l in g  of th e  e a r l y  t a le s  and  fa b le s ,  and  th e  m a in  p u rp o s e  of C ly m e n e
w a s  to  t r y  out th o se  id e a s  and  te c h n iq u e s .  T h e s e  id e a s  c e n t r e  a r o u n d
9
th e  im p o r ta n c e  of in s p i r a t io n  in  p o e t ry ,  the  n e ed  fo r  in te l l ig e n t  i m i t a ­
t io n  a n d  th e  b e l i e f  th a t  a n c ie n t  p o e t ry  is  s u p e r io r  to  c o n te m p o r a r y  v e r s e .  
T h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  w hat the  M u se s  m e a n  w hen th e y  doubt w h e th e r  th e y  
c a n  s t i l l  r i v a l  th e  poe tic  e x c e l le n c e  of such  a n c ie n t  w r i t e r s  a s  H o r a c e  
an d  o th e r  fa m o u s  poe ts  of a n t iq u i ty :
C 'e s t  b ie n  d it, s i  c e la  p ouva it  s 'e x é c u t e r  :
M a is  a v o n s -n o u s  l ' e s p r i t  q u 'a u t r e f o i s  a  c e t  h o m m e  
N ous sav io n s  i n s p i r e r  s u r  le  d é c l in  de R o m e ?
T o u t  e s t  t r o p  f o r t  déch u  d a n s  le  s a c r e  v a l lo n .
T h e  su g g e s t io n  th a t  an c ie n t  p o e t ry  h a s  g r e a t e r  b e a u ty  a n d  e x c e l le n c e  th a n
c o n te m p o r a r y  v e r s e  im p l ie s  the  a c c e p ta n c e  of th e  f a c t  th a t  w h o s o e v e r  is
a s p i r i n g  to  e x c e l  in  th is  p ro f e s s io n  shou ld  im i ta te  th e  p o e ts  of a n t iq u i ty
and  c o n te m p o r a r y  a u th o rs  who have  im i ta t e d  th o se  p o e ts .  T h u s  the  f i r s t
9. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 249, C l y m e n e , 11. 1 - 5.
10. Ib id . p.  2 53, 11. 420 - 423.
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im p o r ta n c e  of C ly m en e  is  th a t  i t  is  a c o n f i rm a t io n  of L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
ch o ice  to  t ie  h is  c a r e e r  w ith  a n t iq u i ty .
L y r i c  p o e try ,  a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  by  C lio ,  C a l l io p e ,  P o ly m n ie
and  E r a t o ,  r e p r e s e n t s  fo u r  t r a d i t io n s  o r  s ty le s  : th a t  of M a r o t ,  d i s c r e e t l y
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a r c h a i c ,  of M a lh e rb e ,  lofty  an d  é r u d i te ,  of H o r a c e ,  m o r e  v a r i e d
but l e s s  s u s ta in e d ,  and  of V o i tu re ,  e le g a n t  an d  h u m o r o u s . B u t in
the  m a n n e r  L a  F o n ta in e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  th e s e  p a t t e r n s ,  th e y  no lo n g e r
r e p r e s e n t  d i s t in c t  and  c l e a r ly  d e f in ed  g e n r e s .  A c c o rd in g  to  the  r o l e
he  a s s i g n s  to  e ac h  of the  M u se s ,  C lio ,  th e  M u se  of h i s t o r y ,  i s  to  r e v iv e
Î,
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15the  a r c h a i c  p o e t ic  f o r m s  of M aro t ;  C a l l io p e ,  th e  M u se  of e lo q u e n c e .
i s  to  r e d i s c o v e r  th e  o r a to r i c a l  g ra n d i lo q u e n c e  of th e  M a lh e r b ia n  o d e s ;  
i t  b e lo n g s  to  P o ly m n ie ,  the  w a tc h -d o  g of l y r i c i s m ,  to  r e c o v e r  th e  v a r i e -
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t i e s  of th e  H o r a t i a n  tone; w hile  E r a t o ,  l iv e ly  an d  a m ia b le ,  i s  to  r e s u s -
18c i ta te  the  e le g a n t  and  ligh t to u c h e s  of V o i tu r e .  ^
Si m a  p r i e r e  n 'e s t  aux  M u se s  im p o r tu n e .
D ev an t  m o i  to u r  a  to u r  c h a n te z  c e t te  b e au té ;
M a is  s u r  de nouveaux  to n s ,  c a r  je  s u is  dé^c^ûté.
Q ue ch acu n e  p o u r ta n t  s u iv re  son  c a r a c t è r e .
T h u s  t h e r e  i s  in  th i s  a r r a n g e m e n t  n e i th e r  p l a g i a r i s m  n o r  u n in te l l ig e n t
r e p e t i t io n ,  s in c e  o r ig in a ls  canno t im i ta te  one a n o th e r .  In  th i s  s e n s e ,
C ly m e n e  i s  an  i l lu s t r a t io n  of an  im p o r ta n t  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r y ,  a  t h e o r y
w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  i s  to  s y n th e s iz e  l a t e r  in  th e  E p i t r e  a  H u e t , n a m e l y
the  th e o r y  of im i ta t io n .
W hat th e  poet i s  t ry in g  to e m p h a s iz e  h e r e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  b y  m e a n s  
of the  r e p e a t e d  v e r s io n s  of the  s a m e  s ty l i s t i c  p a t t e r n  a n d  s u b je c t  m a t t e r ,  
i s  the  f a c t  th a t  o r ig in a l i ty  is  p o s s ib le  w ith in  im i ta t io n ,  s in c e  th e  f o r m e r  
c o n s i s t s ,  a t  l e a s t  in  the  s e v e n te e n th -c e n tu ry  s e n s e ,  n o t  in  th e  s u b je c t  
m a t t e r ,  b u t in  th e  m a n n e r  of h an d lin g  i t .  T h e  c o n te m p o r a r y  F r e n c h  p u b ­
i c  w e r e  f a m i l i a r  w ith  th is  p r in c ip le ,  b u t  i t  w a s  n o r m a l  f o r  a u th o r s  to  
ju s t i f y  t h e i r  te c h n iq u e s  in  o r d e r  to  co n v in ce  t h e i r  a u d ie n c e  th a t  th e y  w e r e
11. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 252, C ly m en e  , 11. 2 8 4 -2 9 6 .
12. I b i d . ,  p .  253, 11.332-335; 348-350 .
13. Ib id . p.  253, 11. 379-382.
14. Ib id . p p . 2 52-253 ; 11. 336-337; 3 5 1 -357 .
15. Ib id . p .  252, 1 .316 .
16. Ib id . p .  253, 11.366-368.
17. Ib id . p.  253, 11.416-419.
18. Ib id . p.  254, 11. 495-498 .
19. I b id . ,  p . 249, 11. 25 -2 8 .
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n e i th e r  m e r e  p l a g i a r i s t s  n o r  r e b e l s  a g a in s t  th e  e s t a b l i s h e d  t r a d i t i o n  
b a s e d  on in te l l ig e n t  ad ap ta t io n .  A s  a  f i r s t  s tep  to w a rd s  the  a u d a c io u s  
v e n tu re  of c r e a t i n g  new g e n re s  out of h is  m o d e ls ,  t h e r e f o r e .  L a  F o n ta in e  
though t i t  in  c o n so n a n c e  w ith  p r o f e s s io n a l  e th ic s  to e x p la in  and  i l l u s t r a t e  
h is  te c h n iq u e  of im i ta t io n  so th a t  the  pub lic  w ould  u n d e r s ta n d  h i s  h a n d l in g
I
of A r io s to ,  B o c c a c c io ,  P hS edrus , Æ s o p ,  P i lp a i  and  o th e r  m o d e ls  u s e d  
in  the  C o n te s  an d  the  F a b l e s . Im p l ic i t ly ,  he  is  h e r e  de fen d in g  h is  r ig h t  
to  t r e a t  the  s a m e  th e m e s  and  adopt th e  s a m e  p lo ts  a s  h i s  m o d e l s ,  p r o ­
v id e d  th a t  h e  d o e s  no t d e sc e n d  to s h e e p is h  im i ta t io n .  I t is  th i s  p r in c ip le  
th a t  f o r m s  the  b a s i s  of h is  in v en tion  an d  th e  k eyno te  of the  E p i t r e  a  Huet, 
to  w h ich  we s h a l l  r e t u r n  l a t e r ,  and  i t s  s u c c e s s f u l  evo lu t io n  m a r k s  a n  i m ­
p o r ta n t  s ta g e  in  th e  d ev e lo p m en t of the  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  p h i lo so p h y .  I t  i s  
in te n d e d  to  i l l u s t r a t e  how e le m e n ts  of th e  m o s t  v a r i e d  g e n r e s  c a n  b e  a r ­
t i s t i c a l l y  u n i te d  in to  one h o m o g en eo u s  e n t i ty ,  th u s  o b l i t e r a t in g  the  b a r r i e r s  
b e tw e e n  th e m .  In  th i s  s e n se ,  C ly m en e  is  a l s o  a b r i l l i a n t  d e m o i î s t r a t io n  
of th e  a e s th e t ic s  of un ity  in d iv e r s i ty ,  in  o p p o s it io n  to  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r a c ­
t i c e ,  b a s e d  upon  th e  r ig id  s e p a ra t io n  of the  g e n r e s ,  w h ich  s e v e n te e n th -  
c e n tu r y  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i s t s  defended  s t ro n g ly .  F in a l ly ,  th e  w o rk  i s  a  d r a ­
m a t i c  r e v e l a t i o n  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  b ia s  to w a rd s  e c l e c t i c i s m .  I t  r e p r e s e n t s  
th e  p e r s o n a l  and  a u d ac io u s  h y p o th e se s  of a con fiden t a u th o r  who i s  a t  th i s  
s ta g e  no t on ly  s u r e  and  in fu ll  p o s s e s s io n  of h i s  m e a n s  an d  te c h n iq u e s ,  
bu t i s  ab o u t to  d ep lo y  th e m  in  new in v e n t io n s .
B e f o re  th e  p r in c ip le s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in  C ly m en e  w e r e  put in to  p r a c ­
t i c e ,  f i r s t  in  th e  c o m p o s i t io n  of the  C o n te s , th e n  in  th a t  of th e  F a b l e s , 
th e y  w e r e  d e v e lo p e d  f u r th e r  and exp an d ed  to  in c lu d e  o th e r  im p o r ta n t  l i t e ­
r a r y  t h e o r i e s  in  a  s e r i e s  of fo r e w o rd s  and  p r e f a c e s ,  p ro lo g u e s  a n d  e p i ­
lo g u e s .  B e s id e s  the  g e n e ra l  'A v e r t i s s e m e n t " ,  e x p la in in g  th e  a u t h o r ' s  a p ­
p ro a c h  to  the  p r o b le m  of v e r s i f i c a t io n ,  e ac h  of the  p r e f a c e s  a c c o m p a n y in g  
th e  f i r s t  tw o v o lu m e s  of t a le s  i s  an  e la b o r a t io n  of th e  id e a s  e n u n c ia te d  in  
C ly m e n e .  T o g e th e r  the  p r e f a c e s  of 1665 and  1666 constitute a  c o h e r e n t  
t r e a t i s e  on the  a r t  of s to r y - te l l in g  a s  w e ll  a s  a  h i s t o r y  of th e  e v o lu t io n  of 
L a  F o n ta in e 's  th e o r y  of C o n te s .
T h e  f i r s t  p ro b le m  th a t  co n fro n te d  the  poe t w a s  th a t  of d e te r m in in g  
the  p a t t e r n  of v e r s e  to be u sed .  T h is  p ro b le m  w as  f u r t h e r  c o m p l ic a te d
20. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 493, " E p i t r e  a  H u e t" ,  11, 21 - 32.
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by  the  f a c t  th a t  the  t e r m s  conte  an d  n o u v e lle  , though c o m p le m e n ta r y  to  
e ac h  o th e r ,  d i f f e r e d  a s  l i t e r a r y  p a t t e r n s  in  the  e y e s  of s e v e n te e n th -  
c e n tu r y  c r i t i c s .  L i t e r a l ly ,  a  con te  w as  a  t a le  w ith  e m p h a s i s  on i t s  
e s s e n t i a l l y  im a g in a r y  c h a r a c t e r ,  a s  o p p o sed  to a  n o u v e l le  o r  n o v e le t te  
w h ich  m ig h t  h a v e  so m e  b a s i s  of r e a l i t y .  T h e  two ty p e s  of ta le  c o r r e s ­
pond m o r e  o r  l e s s  to  two d if fe re n t  o r ie n ta t io n s  o r  m o d e ls  a v a i la b le  to  
L a  F o n ta in e  f r o m  I ta l ia n  l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e  con te  i s  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  
B o c c a c c io 's  c o l le c t io n  of t a l e s  and  i s  no t e a s i l y  a d a p ta b le  to  p o e t ic  m a n i ­
p u la t io n  w ithou t c o n s id e ra b ly  chang ing  the  o r ig in a l  s e n s e  of the  t a l e .
T h e  n o u v e l le  on the  o th e r  hand  is  the  type  of s to r y  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  A r i o s ­
to .  I t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by an  a i r  of r o m a n t ic  g a l la n t ry ,  an d  le n d s  i t s e l f  
m o r e  e a s i ly  to  f r e e  im i ta t io n ,  a m p l i f ic a t io n  a n d  n a t u r a l  s ty le .
B e tw e e n  th e s e  two fo r m s ,  the  p o e t  p a u se d  f o r  r e f le c t io n .  If h e
*
c h o se  the  co n te  , i t  would im p ly  r e m a in in g  a s  c lo se  a s  p o s s ib le  to  h is
m o d e l ,  w ith  th e  obv ious  r i s k  of o v e r lo o k in g  th e  t a s t e  of h i s  t im e .  A n d
if he  o p ted  f o r  th e  n o u v e l le , he h ad  to  be  p r e p a r e d  to  a t t a in  in  p o e t ic
d ic t io n  th e  le v e l  of w it and  e leg an ce  r e a c h e d  b y  h is  I t a l i a n  m o d e l .  B u t
ev en  if  th i s  i s s u e  w e re  to be r e s o lv e d ,  th e  v i t a l  q u e s t io n  of v e r s e  p a t t e r n
w ould  s t i l l  r e m a i n  to  be a n sw e re d .  W hich p a t t e r n  w a s  l ik e ly  to  a p p e a l
m o s t  to  th e  r e a d in g  pub lic ,  a  ta le  c o m p o se d  in  m o d e r n  v e r s e  of m ix e d
m e t r e s ,  d e s c r i b e d  by  the  poet a s  the  " v e r s  i r r e g u l i e r s " ,  o r  in  v e r s e  of
r e g u l a r  m e t r e s ,  e m b e l l i sh e d  w ith  a r c h a i s m s ,  an d  l a b e l le d  a s  " le  v ie u x
la n g a g e " ?  T h e  f i r s t  p a t te r n  h a s  the  m e r i t  of b e in g  n e a r e r  to  p r o s e  an d
t h e r e f o r e  m o r e  n a tu r a l  and  e a s i e r  to  m a n ip u la te  th a n  the  r e g u l a r - l i n e  v e r s e .
In  r e t u r n ,  th e  l a t t e r  exhibits g r e a t e r  e le g a n c e ,  c h a r m  an d  d e l ic a c y  th a n
th e  f o r m e r .  In  th e  face  of th is  d i le m m a ,  the  poet d id  th e  on ly  th in g  th a t
an y  in te l l ig e n t  m a n  would have  done. H e op ted  to  s u b m it  th e  m a t t e r  to
p u b lic  a r b i t r a t i o n  to  d e te r m in e  t h e i r  t a s t e .
L 'a u t e u r  a  voulu  é p ro u v e r  le q u e l  c a r a c t è r e  e s t  le  p lu s
p r o p r e  p o u r  r i m e r  des  c o n te s .  I l  a  c r u  que l e s  v e r s
i r r é g u l i e r s  ayan t un a i r  qui t ie n t  b eau co u p  a  l a  p r o s e ,
c e t te  m a n iè r e  p o u r r a i t  s e m b le r  la  p lu s  n a t u r e l l e ,  e t
p a r  co n se q u e n t  la  m e i l l e u r e .  D 'a u t r e  p a r t  a u s s i ,  le
v ie u x  lan g ag e ,  pou r des  c h o se s  de c e t te  n a tu r e ,  a  d e s
g r â c e s  que ce lu i  de n o tre  s ie c le  n 'a  p a s .  . . .  L 'a u t e u r
a  donc te n té  c e s  deux v o ie s  s a n s  ê t r e  e n c o r e  c e r t a in
la q u e l le  e s t  la  bonne. C 'e s t  au  l e c t e u r  a  le  d é t e r m i n e r
l à - d e s s u s .  _______ ____________
21. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 177 (A v e r t i s s e m e n t) .
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A c c o rd in g ly ,  he  pu b lish ed  in 1664 a s a m p le  of e ac h  of the  two p a t t e r n s .
> im i ta t e d  f ro m  A r io s to  w as  c o m p o se d  in  th e  " v e r s  i r r e g u ­
l i e r s  a s  and  a con te  a d a p te d  f r o m  B o c c a c c io  w as  p u b l is h e d
in  th e  v ie u x  la n g a g e "  a s  Le C ocu b a t tu  et c o n te n t . T h e  t r i a l - s h o ts  
h i t  t h e i r  t a r g e t ,  bo th  p a t te rn s  w e re  w e lc o m e  to  the  r e a d in g  p ub lic  w h o se  
fa v o u ra b le  r e s p o n s e  e n c o u rag e d  the  poe t to  fo rg e  a h e a d .  R a t h e r  th a n  
t ie  h im s e l f  to  one p a t te rn ,  he w is e ly  ad o p ted  th e  two f o r m s  c o n c u r r e n t ­
ly*
H av in g  r e  so lv ed  the  i s s u e  of th e  v e r s e  p a t t e r n  in  th e  f o r e w o r d .  
L a  F o n ta in e  m o v e s  on to  the t a s k  of defend ing  th e  w o rk  i t s e l f  f r o m  th e  
t r i p l e  c h a r g e s  of l ic e n t io u s n e s s ,  im p r o b a b i l i ty  and  c r u e l ty  to  th e  f a i r  
s ex ,  a n t i c ip a te d  f r o m  c r i t i c s ,  and  to  c o r r e l a t e  h i s  a rg u m e n t  to  the  w ho le  
q u e s t io n  of im i ta t io n  and  o r ig in a l i ty  in  a r t .  T h e  d i s c u s s io n  of t h e s e  
q u e s t io n s  f o r m s  th e  su b jec t  of the  two p r e f a c e s ,  an d  the  c l e v e r  w ay  in  
w hich  th e  poe t e x tT l  0 4 h i ms e l f  f r o m  th i s  d e l ic a te  p ro b le m  m a k e s  a n  
i n t e r e s t i n g  s tu d y  f o r  the  in s ig h t  i t  g iv e s  in to  the  d e v e lo p m en t  of h is  
l i t e r a r y  th o u g h t.
T h e  f i r s t  p re fa c e  (1665) a n s w e r s  the  a n t ic ip a te d  o b je c t io n  to  th e  
l i c e n t io u s n e s s  of th e  t a l e s .  H e r e  one n o t ic e s  th a t  the  p o e t  i s  o b s e s s e d  
w ith  th e  s u c c e s s  of th e  sam p le  t a l e s  p u b l ish e d  the  y e a r  b e fo re ,  f o r  h e  
opens  h is  d e fe n ce  b y  sum m oning  th is  s u c c e s s  in  e v id en ce  and  by  e x ­
p la in in g  h is  in te n t io n  to  exp lo it  the  fa v o u ra b le  c l im a te  c r e a t e d  by  i t .
J ' a v a i s  r é s o l u  de ne c o n s e n t i r  a  l ' i m p r e s s i o n  de c e s  
c o n te s  q u 'a p r è s  que j 'y  p o u r r a i s  jo in d r e  ceu x  de 
B o c c a c e  qu i son t le  p lus  a m o n  goût; m a i s  q u e lq u es  p e r ­
so n n es  m 'o n t  c o n se i l le  de d o n n e r  d e s  a p r e s e n t  ce  qui
m e  r e s t e  de c e s  b a g a te l le s ,  a f in  de ne  p a s  l a i s s e r  r e ­
f r o i d i r  la  c u r io s i t é  de le s  v o i r  qu i e s t  e n c o re  e n  son
r 24 p r e m i e r  feu .
In p u b l ish in g  m o r e  t a l e s ,  he e x p la in s ,  he  i s  n o t gu ided  b y  th e  b i a s e d
c r i t i c i s m  of the  l i t e r a r y  caba l,  in ten t  on r id in g  to  fa m e  on th e  b a c k  of
o th e r  a u th o r s ;  he  is  gu ided  by the  t a s t e s  of th e  epo ch .
Q uoique j ' a i e  au tan t de b e so in  de c e s  a r t i f i c e s  que p a s  un  
a u t r e ,  je  ne s a u r a i s  m e  r é s o u d r e  a  l e s  e m p lo y e r  : s e u l e ­
m e n t  je  m 'a c c o m m o d e r a i  s ' i l  m ' e s t  p o s s ib le ,  au  goût de 
m o n  s iè c le ,  in s t r u i t  que je  s u is  p a i^g n a  p r o p r e  e x p é r ie n c e  
q u ' i l  n 'y  a  r i e n  de p lus  n é c e s s a i r e .
22. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 179» C o n te s , I, i .
23 . Ib id . pp. 185-187 , C o n te s , I, iii,
24. I b i d . , p . 178, (P ré fa c e ) .
25. Ib id . p. 178.
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T o  th is  end , the  c h a r g e s  of im m o r a l i ty ,  im p r o b a b i l i ty  an d  c r u e l ty  to  
the  m e m b e r s  of the  fe m a le  sex  m u s t  be a n s w e r e d .  P la y in g  upon the  
d i s t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  the  e th ic a l  and  th e  aes the tic  n o t io n s  of m o r a l  l i b e r ty ,  
and  g lid ing  im p e r c e p t ib ly  f ro m  the  f i r s t  to  th e  s e c o n d  no tio n ,  the  p o e t  
d i s t in g u is h e s  two ty p es  of l ib e r ty  open to  th e  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t  and  e x a m in e s  
th e m  one a f t e r  the  o th e r .  In s is t in g  on the  e s s e n t i a l  an d  in s e p a r a b le  r e ­
l a t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  the  con ten ts  of a  l i t e r a r y  w o rk  a n d  th e  g e n re  to  w h ich  
i t  b e lo n g s ,  he  a r g u e s  th a t i t  i s  in  the  n a tu r e  of th e  g e n re  w h ich  he  i s  
c u l t iv a t in g ,  in  th i s  c a s e  the  C o n tes  e t n o u v e l l e s , to  be  l i c e n t io u s ,  an d  
q u o te s  th e  a u th o r i ty  of H o ra c e ,  the  d ic ta te s  of c o m m o n  s e n s e ,  the  e x a m ­
p le s  of A r i o s t o  a n d  the  a n c ie n ts  in  s u p p o r t  of h is  th e o r y .
Q uan t a  l a  p r e m i e r e ,  je  d is  h a r d im e n t  que la  n a tu r e  
du co n te  le  v o u la it  a in s i ;  é ta n t  une lo i  in d is p e n s a b le ,  
s e lo n  H o r a c e ,  ou p lu tô t s e lo n  la  r a i s o n  e t  le  s e n s  
c o m m u n , de se  c o n fo rm e r  aux  c h o s e s  dont on é c r i t .  *
O r ,  q u ' i l  ne m 'a i t  e te  p e r m i s  d ' e c r i r e  de c e l l e s - c i ,  
c o m m e  ta n t  d 'a u t r e s  l 'o n t  f a i t ,  e t  a v e c  s u c c è s ,  je  
ne c r o i s  p a s  qu 'on  le m e t te  en  doute; e t  l 'o n  n e  m e  
s a u r a i t  c o n d a m n e r  que l 'o n  ne  co n d am n e  au s^ i^  l 'A r i o s t e  
d ev an t  m o i ,  e t le s  a n c ie n s  d ev an t  l 'A r i o s t e .
It w il l  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  H o ra c e  in  h i s  De A r t e  p o e t ic a  a n d  in  th e  f i r s t
book  of h i s  S a t i r e s , m e n tio n e d  e a r l i e r ,  i n s i s t s  th a t  th e  a u th o r  sh o u ld  no t
on ly  s e le c t  a  g e n re  and  su b jec t  m a t t e r  a p p r o p r ia t e  to  h i s  t a l e n t s  an d
te m p e r a m e n t ,  b u t shou ld  a lso  a d ap t  h im s e l f  to  th e  c h a r a c t e r  of h i s  g e n r e
27
and  s u b je c t  m a t t e r ,  if p r o f e s s io n a l  s u c c e s s  i s  to  b e  e n s u r e d .  B ut i f  
the  n a tu r e  of C o n te s  is  to be a lw ay s  l i c e n t io u s ,  w hy c h o o se  p r e c i s e l y  
th a t  g e n r e ?  How c an  the idea  of " b ie n s é a n c e "  be  r e c o n c i l e d  w ith  a
g e n re  w h o se  so le  m e r i t  s e e m s  to  c o n s i s t  in  th e  m o s t  l ic e n t io u s  l i b e r t i e s ?
T h e s e  q u e s t io n s  a r e  p a r t ly  a n s w e r e d  by  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  
a u th o r i ty  of H o r a c e .  The g e n re  s u i t s  h is  t e m p e r a m e n t  an d  t a s t e s .  T h u s  
in  c h o o s in g  to  d eve lop  it, he  h a s  m e r e l y  fo l lo w ed  th e  v a l id  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  
of h is  L a t in  m a s t e r .  But to  ju s t i fy  the  t a l e s ,  i t  d o e s  n o t  su ff ic e  to  a r ­
gue th a t  t h e i r  n a tu r e  m a k e s  th e m  so .  T h e i r  i n t r i n s i c  v a lu e  in  r e l a t i o n  
to  the  p u b lic  fo r  w hom  they  a r e  d e s t in e d  m u s t  be  e s t a b l i s h e d .  T o  th is  
end, the  poe t, th i s  t im e ,  f inds  in s p i r a t io n  in  C ic e r o  f r o m  w hom  he e x -  
t r a c t s  a  su b tle  d e f in i t io n  of d e ce n c y  o r  " la  b ie n s e a n c e "  in  a  w o rk  of a r t :
26. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 178.
27. H o r a c e ,  F . , O p .C i t . ,  pp. 204, 104.
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C a r ,  a f in  que l 'o n  ne s 'y  t ro m p e  p a s ,  en  m a t i è r e  
de v e r s  et de p ro s e ,  l ' e x t r ê m e  p u d e u r  e t l a  b i e n ­
s e a n c e  son t deux chose  b ie n  d i f f é r e n te s .  C ic e r o n  
f a i t  c o n s i s t e r  la  d e r n ie r e  a  d i r e  ce q u ' i l  e s t  a  p ro p o s  
q u 'o n  die  eu é g a r d  au l ie u ,  au  t e m p s ,  e t  aux  p e r s o n n e s  
q u 'o n  e n t r e t i e n t .  Ce p r in c ip e  une fo is  p o s e ,  ce  n ' e s t  
p a s  une fau te  dé ju g e m e n t  que d 'e n t r e t e n i r  T e s  g en s  
d 'au jo u rd 'h u i  de co n tes  un peu  l i b r e s .  J e  ne p e ch e  pas  
non p lu s  en  c e la  c o n tre  la  m o r a l e .  S ' i l  y  a  que lque  
c h o se  d an s  nos é c r i t s  qui p u i s s e  f a i r e  i m p r e s s i o n  s u r  
l e s  a m e s ,  ce n 'e s t  n u l le m e n t  la  g a ie te  de c e s  c o n te s ;  
e l le  p a s s e  le g e r e m e n t .
T h e  fa m o u s  w o rk  of C ic e ro  to  which o u r  poe t r e f e r s  above  i s  th e  m a s ­
t e r p i e c e  e n t i t le d  De l ' O r a t e u r .  In th is  w o rk ,  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  c e r ­
ta in ly  r e a d  f r o m  c o v e r  to  c o v e r ,  the  L a t in  a u th o r  and  o r a t o r  s t a t e s  :
L a  c h o se  c ap i ta le  p o u r  I 'o r a t e u r ,  c ' e s t  de f a i r e  
c r o i r e  a  son  a u d i to i re  q u 'o n  e s t  p r é c i s é m e n t  
l 'h o m m e  que l 'o n  v o u d ra i t  ê t r e .  . . . P u i s  iL fa u t  ^
que l 'a u d i to i r e  é p ro u v é ,  en  f a i t  de p a s s io n s ,  c e l l e s -  
là  m ê m e s ,  q u 'en ten d  lu i  c o m m u n iq u e r  l ' o r a t e u r  : 
m a i s  l ' o r a t e u r  y p a r v i e n d r a - t - i l ,  s ' i l  ne s a i t  de 
c o m b ie n  de m a n ié r é s ,  e t p a r  q u e ls  r e s s o r t s ,  e t  
au  m o y e n  de quel langage  l e s  coeurs h u m a in s
p eu v en t ê t r e  r e m u e s  e t d i r i g e s  en  to u s  s e n s . . . . ?
Ce n ' e s t  p a s  en  ro u g is s a n t ,  c ' e s t  en  ne  f a i s a n t  
p a s  ce  qu i p rê te  a ro u g i r  que nous  é c h a p p e ro n s  
au  reproche d 'e f f r o n t e r i e . ^ ^
F o llo w in g  th i s  a rg u m e n t ,  w hat i s  in d e c e n t  i s  no t th e  s i n c e r e  an d  c a n d id
p r e s e n ta t io n  of th e  g e n re  a c c o rd in g  to  i t s  n a tu r e  an d  th e  t a s t e s  of th e
a g e ,  b u t ro b b in g  i t  of i t s  c h a r m s  in  the  n a m e  of f a l s e  m o d e s ty .  F r o m
the  e th ic a l  o r  m o r a l  po in t of v iew  too , th is  a r t i s t i c  r o b b e r y  i s  m o r e
i m m o r a l  th a n  the  h a r m l e s s  l ib e r ty  of th e  t a l e s .
B ut i s  th i s  a rg u m e n t  no t a  d e l ib e r a t e  a t t e m p t  to  co n fu se  d e c e n ­
cy  w ith  o p p o r tu n i s m ?  D oes th is  a p p a r e n t  c o l lu s io n  w ith  p u b lic  t a s t e  
su ff ice  to  e x o n e r a te  the  poe t f r o m  m o r a l  c o m p l ic i ty ?  T o  e x c u lp a te  
h im s e l f  f r o m  th is  b la m e .  L a  F o n ta in e  c l e v e r ly  e x p lo i ts  th e  c o n te m p o r a ­
r y  pub lic  c r i t i c i s m  of the  novel a s  a n  i m m o r a l  a n d  s e d u c t iv e  g e n r e ,  
th u s  l ink ing  h i s  own a rg u m e n t  to  the  e te rna l d e b a te  on the  m o r a l  in f lu e n ­
c e s  of th e  n o v e l  and the  t h e a t r e .  In th i s  w ay , a t t e n t io n  i s  d iv e r te d
f r o m  the  l i c e n t io u s n e s s  of the  C on tes  to  th a t  of th e  n o v e l  an d  so m e  
d r a m a t i c  w o r k s .  It is  the  nove l,  the  poe t now a r g u e s ,  and  no t the  
co n te  , t h a t  cou ld  be d a n g e ro u s  to public  m o r a l s  :
28. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p . 178
29. C ic e ro n ,  M a r c u s  T u l l iu s ,  de l 'O r a t e u r ,  I, T e x te  é ta b l i  e t t r a d u i t  p a r  
E d m u n d  C o u rb au d , P a r i s ,  (L es  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1922, pp . 3 4 -3 5 ,  45.
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J e  c r a i n d r a i s  p lu tô t une douce  m é la n c o l ie ,  ou 
l e s  r o m a n s  le s  plus c h a s te s  e t l e s  p lus  m o d e s t e s  
son t t r è s  c ap a b le s  de n o u s  p lo n g e r ,  e t  qu i e s t  
une g ra n d e  p re p a ra t io n  p o u r  l 'a m o u r .
T h is  a r g u m e n t  is  l a t e r  deve loped  in  the  p ro lo g u e  to  L e s  O ie s  du F r e r e
P h i l l i p e . If w o m en  w e re  p e r m i t t e d  to  r e a d  n o v e ls  su ch  a s  L 'A s t r e e ,
why n o t  the  C o n te s ?
Ne p e u t - i l  pas  (le beau  sex e )  s a n s  q u ' i l  le  d is e .
R i r e  so u s  cape  de c e s  t o u r s .
Q ue lque  a v e n tu re  q u 'i l  y t r o u v e ?
S ' i l s  so n t  faux , ce son t v a in s  d i s c o u r s ,
S*ils so n t  v r a i s ,  i l  l e s  désapprouvé.^^
A c c o rd in g  to  L a  F o n ta in e ,  the  t a l e s  a r e  no m o r e  th a n  a m u s in g  ppshi>tes
a im e d  a t  no p a r t i c u l a r  ind iv idua l o r  g ro u p  :
Q ui ne  v o i t  que c ec i  e s t  je u  e t  p a r  c o n se q u e n t ,  
ne p eu t  p o r t e r  coup?32
C o n se q u e n t ly ,  th e  c h a rg e  of c r u e l ty  to  the  f a i r  s e x  d o e s  no t h o ld .  T h e  
t a l e s  a r e  p l e a s a n t r i e s  w hose in t r i n s i c  m e r i t  c o n s i s t s  in  the  d e lig h tfu l  
m a n n e r  in  w h ich  th e y  a r e  to ld .
T h i s  n o n ch a la n t ,  s e l f - d e p r e c a to r y  b u t  i ro n ic  tone  r e v e a l s  the  
in f lu en c e  of M o n ta ig n e .  In the  fo r e w o r d  to  h is  E s s a i s , M on ta igne  n o n ­
c h a la n t ly  d e c l a r e s  th a t  h is  book i s  w r i t t e n  in  good fa i th ;  th a t  he  h a s  
no a m b i t io n s  f o r  g lo ry  o r  public  fa v o u r ,  s in c e  h is  s t r e n g th  is  no t  c a p ­
a b le  of such  a  d es ig n ;  th a t  a l l  he  i s  out to  do is  to  d e d ic a te  th e  w o rk  
to  the  p r iv a te  c o m m o d ity  of h is  k in s fo lk  a n d  f r i e n d s ,  so th a t  w hen  h e  
d ie s ,  the  l a t t e r  m a y  th e r e in  r e c o v e r  so m e  t r a i t s  of h is  co n d it io n  t h e r e ­
b y  p r e s e r v i n g  t h e i r  know ledge of h im .
Si c 'e u s t  e s te  p o u r  r e c h e r c h e r  l a  f a v e u r  du  m o n d e ,  
je  m e  f e u s s e  p a r e  de b e a u te z  e m p r u n té e s  : j e  veu lx  
q u 'o n  m 'y  veoye en m a  fa ç o n  s im p le ,  n a t u r e l l e  e t 
o r d in a i r e ,  s a n s  e s tu d e  e t  a r t i f i c e ;  c a r  c ' e s t  m o y  que 
je  p e in s .
It w as  the  s p i r i t  of th is  fo re w o rd  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  t r i e d  to  r e c a p t u r e
in  the  p r e f a c e  of the  C on tes  of 1665. He w r i t e s  :
II m e  su ffit  de ne pas  v o u lo ir  q u 'o n  im p o s e  e n  m a  
fa v e u r  a  qui que ce so it ,  e t  de s u iv re  un  c h e m in  
c o n t r a i r e  a c e lu i  de c e r t a in e s  g en s ,  qu i ne  s 'a c q u iè r e n t  
d e s  a m is  que po u r s 'a c q u é r i r  d e s  s u f f r a g e s  p a r  l e u r
30. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 178.
31. I b id . ,  p . 224, C o n te s , III, i, (P ro lo g u e )
32. I b i d . , p . 178.
33. M o n ta ig n e ,  M . de . Op. C i t . ,  p. 9. , , . .
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m o y e n . . . .  Il n ’a p p a r t ie n t  q u 'a u x  o u v ra g e s  . v r a i m e n t  
s o l id e s ,  e t  d 'une  so u v e ra in e  b e a u te ,  d ' e t r e  b ie n  
r e ç u s  de to u s  le s  e s p r i t s  e t  d an s  to u s  l e s  s i è c l e s ,  
s a n s  a v o i r  d 'a u t r e  p a s s e p o r t  que le  s e u l  m é r i t é  
dont il^ s sont p le in s .  C o m m e  le s  m ie n s  so n t  f o r t  
é lo ig n é s  d 'u n  s i  h au t d e g re  de p e r fe c t io n ,  la  p ru d e n c e  
v eu t  que  je  l e s 'g a r d e  en m o n  c ab in e t ,  a  m o in s  que 
de b ie n  p r e n d r e  m o n  te m p s  p o u r  l e s  en  t i r e r .
L ik e  M o n ta ig n e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  id e n t i f ie s  h im s e l f  w ith  h i s  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t io n ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  p r e f a c e s  of the  v o lu m e s  of c o n te s  p u b l ish e d  in  1665 
and  1666. In an  e f fo r t  to  a n s w e r  the  m o r a l  o b je c t io n s  b y  so m e  c r i t i c s ,  
h e  w o n d e rs  how  h e  h im s e lf ,  who h a s  s e r v e d  w o m en  in  v a r io u s  w ay s  
and  u n d e r s to o d  t h e i r  p sycho logy , cou ld  su d d en ly  w ish  to  s c a n d a l iz e  
th e m .  Im p l ic i t ly ,  he  d e n ie s ,  l ike  h i s  R e n a i s s a n c e  m e n to r ,  th a t  h i s  
c o n te s  h a v e  an y  s e r io u s  m o r a l  im p l ic a t io n  o r  p r e t e n s io n s .  H is  on ly  
a im  is  o s t e n s ib ly  to  a m u se  the  r e a d e r  w ith  w e l l - to ld ,  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  
s t o r i e s .  We s h a l l  r e t u r n  to th is  po in t l a t e r  an d  a s s e s s  th e  p o e t 's  s i n ­
c e r i t y  o r  th e  t r u t h  of th is  a s s e r t i o n  by  e x am in in g  th e  a c tu a l  c o n te n ts  of 
t h e . t a l e s .  W hat L a  F o n ta in e  im b ib e d  f r o m  M o n ta ig n e 's  te ch n iq u e  i s  
th i s  a i r  of n o n c h a la n c e ,  sp o n tan e ity  an d  a p p a r e n t  i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w h ic h  
c o m b in e s  w ith  the  p o e t 's  own p e r s o n a l  v e r v e  and  s a g a c i ty  to  g ive  th e  
c o n te s  th e  q u a l i ty  of be ing  so m ew h a t f r iv o lo u s ,  ye t n a tu r a l ,  r e a l  a n d  
c ap t iv a t in g .
A c c o rd in g ly ,  L a  F o n ta in e  a r g u e s  th a t  i t  i s  th e  s ty le  of th e  t a l e s ,  
m o r e  th a n  th e  p ro b a b i l i ty  o r  the  m o r a l  im p l ic a t io n  of th e  e p is o d e s  r e ­
c o rd e d  in  th e m ,  th a t  c o u n ts .
Ce n ' e s t  n i  le  v r a i ,  n i  le  v r a i s e m b l a b l e  qu i fon t 
l a  b e a u te  e t la  g râ c e  de c e s  c h o s e s - c i ;  c ' e s t  
s e u le m e n t  la  m a n ié r é  de l e s  c o n t e r .
F r o m  th is  po in t the  poe t f in a l ly  a r r i v e s  a t  a  f o r m u la t io n  of th e  a e s th e t ic
and  e th ic a l  th e o r y  of c o n te s  :
C o n to n s ,  m a i s  con tons b ien ; c 'e s t  le  po in t p r in c ip a l ;
C 'e s t  tou t; à  c e la  p r è s ,  c e n s e u r s ,  je  v o u s  c o n s e i l l e  
De d o r m i r ,  c o m m e  m o i,  s u r  l 'u n e  e t  l ' a u t r e  o r e i l l e .
C e n s u r e z ,  t a n t  q u ' i l  v o u s  p l a i r a .
M é c h a n t s  v e r s  e t  p h r a s e s  m é c h a n t e s :
M a i s  p o u r  b o n  t o u r s  l a i s s e z - l e s  l a .
34. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p . 178.
35. Ib id . p . 178.
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Ce sont c h o se s  in d i f fé r e n te s ;
J e  n 'y  v o is  r i e n  de p é r i l l e u x . . . .  '’ 6 
B ea u  s ex e ,  vous pouvez le  l i r e  en  s û r e t e .  ^
It is  e a s y  to  s ee  f r o m  the above th e  d is ta n c e  the  p o e t  h a s  c o v e r e d  f r o m  
Li'E u n u q u e . H e h a s  now, m o r e  c l e a r l y  th a n  e v e r  b e f o r e ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  
a  d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  m o r a l i ty  and  good l i t e r a t u r e ,  th u s  a f f i r m in g  once  
an d  f o r  a l l  th e  independence  of the  l a t t e r  w ith  r e g a r d  to  m o r a l  c o n ­
s id e r a t i o n s .
In the  sec o n d  p re fa c e ,  p u b l ish e d  a y e a r  l a t e r  (1666), L a  F o n ­
ta in e ,  now m a d e  m o r e  confident b y  th e  o v e rw h e lm in g  s u c c e s s  of the  
f i r s t  v o lu m e  of t a l e s ,  p ro n o u n ces  a u th o r i t a t iv e ly  on th e  v a l id i ty  of h i s  
th e o r y  a n d  m e th o d s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  w ith  r e g a r d  to  th e  tw in  d o c t r in e s  of 
p o e t ic  l i c e n c e  an d  o r ig in a l i ty  in  im i ta t io n .  T he  id e a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  
e a r l i e r  on in  C ly m en e  a r e  now to  r e c e iv e  a  f in a l  c o n f i rm a t io n  of t h e i r  
v a l id i ty .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  the  g r e a t  l i t e r a r y  d e b a te  p a s s e s  f r o m  th e  d e ­
fe n c e  of m o r a l  l i b e r t y  to th a t  of p o e t ic  l i c e n c e .  A s  in  th e  e a r l i e r  p r e ­
fa c e ,  th e  poe t a g a in  c i te s  the  n a tu r e  of h is  g e n re  to  ju s t i f y  th e  p o e t ic  
n e g l ig e n c e s  w hich  would be u n p a rd o n a b le  in  o th e r  g e n r e s ,  b u t w h ich  a r e  
in s e p a r a b le  f r o m  the  n a tu re  of C o n te s . I t  would  be  a s  e a s y  f o r  h im  to  
s a t i s f y  th e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  by  confin ing  h im s e l f  to  a r t i f i c i a l  l i t e r a r y  
co n v en tio n s ,  a s  i t  would have  b e en  f o r  h im  to  g r a t i f y  th e  w is h e s  of th e  
m o r a l  p u r i s t s  b y  d e le t in g  o r  d isg u is in g  u n re a s o n a b ly  c e r t a i n  v i t a l  d e ­
t a i l s  of h is  t a l e .  But ju s t  a s  he r e f u s e s  to  ro b  the  t a le  of i t s  c h a r m s  
in  the  n a m e  of f a l s e  m o d e s ty ,  he  w ill  no t now, b y  too  m u c h  in s i s t e n c e  
upon a r t i f i c i a l i t i e s ,  su b o rd in a te  th e  e s s e n t i a l  to  the  a c c e s s o r y  o r  s a c r i ­
f ic e  c o n ten t  to  f o r m .  B eing  too  s c ru p u lo u s  o v e r  l i t t l e  f a u l t s ,  su ch  a s  
o c c a s io n a l  n e g l ig e n c e  of rh y m e , e n ja m b m e n t ,  b r e a k s  an d  o th e r  m i n o r  
d e ta i l s ,  w ould  c e r t a in l y  sp o il  the  b e a u ty  of th e  t a le  b y  in t e r r u p t in g  i t s  
sm o o th  f low .
L e  t r o p  g ra n d  so in  de l e s  é v i t e r  j e t t e r a i t  un  f a i s e u r  
de c o n tes  en  de long d e to u r s ,  en  d e s  r é c i t s  a u s s i  
f r o id s  que b eau , en  des  c o n t r a in te s  f o r t  i n u t i l e s ,  e t  
lu i  f e r a i t  n é g l ig e r  le  p l a i s i r  du c œ u r  p o u r  t r a v a i l l e r  
à  l a  s a t i s f a c t io n  de l 'o r e i l l e .
T h e  c h a r a c t e r  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  p a r t i c u l a r  g e n re  a f fo rd e d  h im  th e  p r e ­
te x t  he  n e e d e d  to  f r e e  h im s e l f  f r o m  the  r ig id  p r in c ip le s  of th e  M a l-  
h e r b ia n  sch o o l  of thought and  to r e p la c e  th e m  w ith  a  m o r e  f le x ib le  
/K 37. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op, C i t . , pp. 192-193 , C o n te s , ÏÏ] ( P r e f a c e ) .  '
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f o r m ,  in  k e ep in g  w ith  the  g r e a t  H o r a t ia n  p r in c ip le  th a t  a  poet sh o u ld
38a d ap t  h im s e l f  to  the  c h a r a c t e r  of the  g e n re  h e  is  c u l t iv a t in g .  O u r  
p oe t a l lu d e s  to  th is  d ra m a t ic  change of l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r s  a n d  p r in c ip le s  
in  c e r t a i n  l in e s  of h is  E p t t r e  a H u e t . H e r e ,  h e  c o n f e s s e s  th a t  i t  w a s  
H o r a c e  who a t  l a s t  opened h is  e y es  to  the  a r t i f i c i a l i t i e s  of th e  s ty le  of 
a  c e r t a i n  , a u th o r ,  w hom  he  f o r m e r l y  ad o p ted  a s  a  m o d e l ,  b u t who
39" p e n s a  m e  g â t e r " ,  and w hose  " t r a i t s  ont p e rd u  qu iconque  l ' a  su iv i .  "
In  the  f i r s t  p r e f a c e ,  he quo tes  C ic e r o  to  e s t a b l i s h  th a t  i t  w ou ld  b e  i m ­
m o r a l  to  ro b  the  t a l e s  of th e i r  c h a r m s  in  th e  n a m e  of m o d e s ty .  T h i s  
t im e ,  i t  i s  in  Q u in t i l ia n  th a t  he f in d s  in s p i r a t io n ,  p ro v in g  by  a  s i m i l a r  
a rg u m e n t ,  th a t  in  the  g e n re  of C o n tes  th e  a u th o r  w ou ld  lo s e  s ig h t  of 
h i s  m a in  o b je c t iv e ,  if  he  w e re  unduly  o b s e s s e d  w ith  th e  p e r f e c t io n  of 
f o r m .  S im p l ic i ty  and  a  m e a s u r e  of n e g l ig e n c e  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  p e r m i s s i b l e  
in  th e  l ig h t  g e n r e s  su ch  a s  th e  C o n te s .  T h u s ,  f o r  th e  c l a s s i c a l  d o c ­
t r i n e  of " regu lar ifee" j  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  now s u b s t i tu te d  " I ' a r t  d ' a g r e e r " ,  
w h ich  m a k e s  s t r i c t  r e g u la r i ty  of f o r m  s u b s e r v ie n t  to  co n ten t ,  s u b o r d i ­
n a te s  th e  o u tw a rd  f o r m  of a  . l i t e r a r y  p ie ce  to  the  e f fe c t  th e  w o rk  p r o ­
d u c e s  on th e  r e a d e r  :
Q uand  c e lu i  qui a  r im e  c e s  n o u v e l le s  y a u r a i t  a p p o r te  
to u t  le  so in  et 1 ';ex ac ti tu d e  q u 'o n  lu i  d e m a n d e ,  o u t re  
que ce  so in  s 'y  r e m a r q u e r a i t  d 'a u ta n t  p lu s  q u ' i l  e s t  
m o in s  n é c e s s a i r e ,  e t  que c e la  c o n t re v ie n t  au x  p r é ­
c e p te s  de Q u in ti l ien ,  e n c o re  l ' a u t e u r  n ' a u r a i t - i l  * 
p a s  s a t i s f a i t  au  p r in c ip a l  poin t, qui e s t  d 'a t t a c h e r  
le  l e c t e u r ,  de le  r e jo u i r ,  d ' a t t i r e r  m a i g r e  lu i  son  
a t te n t io n ,  de lu i  p la i r e  enfin; c a r ,  c o m m e  l 'o n  s a i t ,  
le  s e c r e t  de p la i r e  ne c o n s i s te  p a s - to u jo u r s  en  
l 'a d j u s te m e n t ,  n i  m ê m e  en  la  r é g u la r i t é ;  i l  f a u t  du 
p iq u an t  e t  de l 'a g r e a b l e  s i  l 'o n  v eu t  t o u c h e r .
F r o m  the  p r in c ip le  of p o e tic  l i c e n c e ,  o r  th e  f r e e d o m  to  u se
a n y  m e th o d  to  get to  the  h e a r t  of the  r e a d e r ,  th e  p o e t  c l a i m s  the  r ig h t
to  m o d ify ,  a b r id g e  o r  a m p lify  h is  m o d e l  to  s u i t  th e  t a s t e s  of h i s  own
t im e  and  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  s i tu a t io n .  A c c o rd in g ly ,
II re t ran ch e , i l  a m p l i f ie ,  i l  change  l e s  in c id e n ts  e t  l e s  
c i r c o n s ta n c e s ,  que lquefo is  le  p r in c ip a l  e v e n e m e n t  e t  
la  su ite ;  enfin , ce  n 'e s t  p lu s  la  m ê m e  c h o se ,  c 'e s t  
p r o p r e m e n t  une nouve lle  n o u v e l le ,  e t c e lu i  qu i l ' a  
in v e n tee a u r a i t  b ie n  de la  pe ine  a r e c o n n a î t r e  son  
p r o p r e  o u v ra g e .
38. H o ra c e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 204 -
39. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p . 493, " E p î t r e  a  H u e t" ,  11 .46-55 .
40. Ib id . p. 178.
41. Ib id . p . 178.
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T h e  l i b e r t i e s  ta k e n  w ith  h is  m o d e ls  a r e  e x p la in ed  a s  m e a s u r e s  to  e n ­
s u r e  f l e x ib i l i ty  an d  e ffec t ive  c o m m u n ic a t io n .  B u t in doing so , th e  p o e t  
h a s  u s e d  a lo t  of t a c t  and  m o d e ra t io n ,  m a in ta in in g  a  d e l ic a te  eq u ilib ­
r i u m  b e tw e e n  the  two e x t r e m e s  of e i th e r  be ing  a m e r e  c o p y is t  o r  u n ­
r e a s o n a b ly  m u t i la t in g  h is  m o d e l .
J e  c o n fe s s e  q u 'i l  fau t g a r d e r  en  c e la  d e s  b o r n e s ,  e t  
que l e s  p lus  é t r o i t e s  son t le s  m e i l l e u r e s :  a u s s i  f a u t - i l  
m 'a v o u e r  que t ro p  de s c ru p u le  g â t e r a i t  to u t .
W ithout o v e r - e s t im a t in g  h e r e ,  m o r e  th an  in  th e  p r e v io u s  p r e f a c e  
the  im p o r ta n c e  of h is  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e t r a c e s  th e  d i s ­
ta n c e  c o v e r e d  s in ce  h is  f i r s t  f o r e w o rd  to  the  N o u v e l le s  en  v e r s  (1664), 
a n d  p ro u d ly  d e f in e s  the  m o d e s t  bu t  o r ig in a l  p la c e  w h ich  he  h a s  c a r v e d  
out f o r  h i m s e l f  in  the  l i t e r a r y  w o r ld .
C a r  n o t r e  a u te u r  ne p r e te n d  p a s  que la  g lo i r e  lu i  
en  s o i t  due, n i  q u ' i l  a i t  m é r i t é  non p lu s  de g ra n d s  
a p p la u d i s s e m e n ts  du pub lic  p o u r  a v o i r  r im e  q u e lq u es  
c o n te s .  I l  s ' e s t  v é r i t a b le m e n t  engage  dans  une c a r r i è r e  
to u te  n o u v e lle ,  e t  l ' a  fo u rn ie  le  m ie u x  q u ' i l  a  pu, p r e n a n t  
ta n tô t  un. ch em in , ta n tô t  l ' a u t r e ,  e t  m a r c h a n t  to u jo u r s  p lus  
a s s u r é m e n t  quand i l  a  su iv i  la  m a n i é r é  de n o s  v ieu x  
p o e te s ,  "q u o ru m  in  h a c  r e  i m i t a r i  n e g le g e n t ia m  e x o p ta t  
p o tiu s  q u am  i s to r u m  d i l ig e n t ia m .
T h e  r e f e r e n c e  in  th is  qu o ta t io n  to  the  p ro lo g u e  of T e r e n c e ' s  A n d r ie n  ' 
i s  s ig n i f ic a n t .  I t  no t only in d ic a te s  one of the  p o e t 's  s o u r c e s  of i n s p i r a ­
t io n  h e r e ,  bu t a l s o  u n d e r l in e s  the  co n tin u ity  of though t b e tw ee n  the  
g e n e r a l  f o r e w o r d  of the C on tes  (1664) in  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  h e s i t a t e d  ; 
b e tw e e n  the  ch o ice  of the  " v e r s  i r r e g u l i e r s "  and  th e  "v ieux  la n g a g e " ,   ^
a n d  th i s  s e c o n d  p r e f a c e .  In the  end , he  h a s  o p te d  f o r  n e i th e r  in  p a r t i -  Î 
c u l a r ,  b u t  h a s  l e a r n e d  f r o m  e x p e r ie n c e  th a t  if  th e  f i r s t ,  w h ich  r e l i e s  
m o r e  on im i ta t io n ,  in v o lv es ,  th a n k s  to  the  e x c e l le n c e  of th e  m o d e l s ,  le ss  
r i s k  of m is le a d in g  th e  im i ta to r ,  th e  seco n d  o f f e r s  a  g r e a t e r  la t i tu d e  fo r  
f r e e  in v e n t io n s .  A c a r e f u l  s tudy  of the  f i r s t  two v o lu m e s  of t a l e s  r e -  ; 
v e a l s  th a t  the  poe t u s u a l ly  opens the  s e r i e s  w ith  t a l e s  b r i l l i a n t ly  n a t r r a -  | 
t e d  in  th e  f i r s t  p a t te rn ,  and  c o n c lu d e s  w ith  a p ie c e  e le g a n t ly  em b el l ish e d :
42. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 178, : ' j
43. Ib id . pp. 192-193. F o r  the  la t in  qu o ta t io n ,  s ee  the  p ro lo g u e  to  T e r e n c e 's
A n d r i e n . L i t e r a l l y  t r a n s l a t e d  th e  q u o ta t io n  m e a n s  "w h o se  n e g l i -  ! 
g en ce s  in  th is  m a t t e r  he (L a  F o n ta in e )  w is h e s  to  im i ta t e .  "
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in  the  se c o n d .  B e tw een  th e se  two he  i n t e r s p e r s e s  o th e r  t a l e s  and  
s h o r t  n o v e le t t e s .  T he  a r r a n g e m e n t  r e m a in s  ih o r e  o r  l e s s  th e  s a m e  in  
the  l a t e r  v o lu m e s ,  w ith  the  i r r e g u l a r  v e r s e  t a l e s  f o r m in g  th e  m a in  
bu lk , w h ile  the  t a l e s  in  " le  v ieux  la n g a g e " ,  c o m p o se d  in  r e g u l a r  m e t r e s  
an d  d i s c r e e t l y  t in te d  w ith  a r c h a i s m s ,  a r e  r e s e r v e d  a s  the  s h o w -p ie c e  
of the  b e s t  in  the  p o e t ’s o r ig in a l i ty  and  poe tic  im a g in a t io n .
W ith the  p re fa c e s  of 1665 and  1666, e s ta b l i s h in g  the  a e s th e t ic  
a n d  e th ic a l  t h e o r y  of co n tes  , and  s t r e s s i n g  the  im p o r ta n c e  of p o e t ic  
l i b e r ty ,  s u b o rd in a t io n  of fo r m  to c o n ten t  an d  o r ig in a l i ty  in im i ta t io n .
L a  F o n ta in e  v i r t u a l ly  c o n c lu d es  th e  fo r m u la t io n  of th e  th e o r y  of h i s  
g e n re  b eg u n  in  C ly m e n e .  T h e  b r i l l i a n t  m a n n e r  in  w h ich  he  p r e s e n t s  
h is  p o in ts ,  the  o v e r - a l l  m e r i t  of h i s  f in i sh e d  p ro d u c t ,  shown in  the  e x ­
te n t  of h i s  r e s e a r c h  into the  w o rk s  of the  r e l e v a n t  m o d e ls ,  in  the  
w eigh t of h i s  a rg u m e n t  and  the  log ic  of h is  r e a s o n in g ,  b e a r  otit th e  
f a c t  of h i s  in te l le c tu a l  g row th , a  f a c t  r e c o g n iz e d  by no l e s s  a  p e r s o n  
th an  one of th e  m o s t  h igh ly  r e s p e c te d  l i t e r a r y  " d o c te s "  of the  epo ch , 
n a m e ly ,  G o m b au ld .  T he  l a t t e r  f o r m e d  w ith  M a in a rd  an d  C h a p e la in  
the  g r e a t  t r i u m v i r a t e  w hich  p r e s id e d  o v e r  F r e n c h  p o e t ry  f r o m  1645 o n -  . 
w a r d s .  T h e y  r e p r e s e n te d  the  t r a d i t io n  of g ra n d  p o e t r y  w h o se  g r a d u a l  
d i s a p p e a r a n c e  f r o m  the  l i t e r a r y  s c e n e  th ey  d eep ly  d e p lo re d .  M a in a r d  
d ied  in  1646, G om bau ld  in 1666, bu t  no t b e fo re  the  s ec o n d  v o lu m e  of 
C o n te s  w e r e  p u b l ish e d .  A s  soon a s  the  ta l e s  w e r e  out, L a  F o n ta in e  
s en t  a  copy  to  G om bau ld . A s  the  l a s t  of the  l i t e r a r y  w a tc h - d o g s ,  G o m ­
b au ld  d e m o n s t r a t e d  the b ro a d n e s s  of h is  t a s t e s  and  th e  so u n d n ess  of 
h is  ju d g e m e n t  in  the  c o m m e n ts  he m a d e  on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p r e f a c e .  In  
a  l e t t e r  to o u r  poe t, d a ted  12 F e b r u a r y  1666, h e  c o m m e n d s  L a  F o n ­
t a in e 's  e ru d i t io n  and  r e g r e t s  the  p o e t 's  s u g g e s t io n  th a t  th o s e  t a l e s  
would be the  l a s t  of the  s e r i e s .
V o tre  p re fa c e  s 'y  s en t  b ie n  de v o t r e  e ru d i t io n  e t  
de l 'u s a g e  que vous avez  du m o n d e ,  e t  r i e n  ne  m 'y  
a dép lu  que ce que vous s e m b le z  y p r o t e s t e r ,  au  
c o m m e n c e m e n t ,  que le s  h i s t o r i e t t e s  e n jo u e e s  dont
ce v o lu m e  e s t  fo r m e  s e r o n t  le s  d e r n i e r e s  q u 'o n
-, 44v e r r a  de vous .
G o m b a u l d  o b v i o u s l y  a d m i r e d  o u r  p o e t ' s  i n t e l l e c t u a l  e f f o r t  a n d  m u s t  h a v e
n o t e d  th e  f o r w a r d - l o o k i n g  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  p r e f a c e s  a s  e m b o d i e d  i n  t h e
l i t e r a r y  th e o r i e s  which they  expound. I t  now r e m a in s  f o r  u s  to s ee_____
44. Q uo ted  i n  C la ra c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  (H a t ie r ) ,  1959,. 
pp .  5 9 -6 0
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how th e s e  p r in c ip le s  a r e  put in to  p r a c t i c e  in  the  a d a p ta t io n  of m o d e ls
/ .
c h o s e n  f r o m  F r e n c h  and  I ta l ia n  s o u r c e s .  In  th e  n e x t  we
s h a l l  e x a m in e  h is  t r e a tm e n t  of th e s e  m o d e ls  and  how  th i s  r e v e a l s  th e  
p la ce  of the  C o n tes  in  the l i t e r a r y  and  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  
F o n ta in e .
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2. T he  E a r l y  V o lu m es  of C o n te s .
F o llo w in g  the huge s u c c e s s  of the  t r i a l  t a l e s  : Jo co n d e  an d  
L e  C ocu  b a t tu  et co n ten t . L a  F o n ta in e  had  th e m  r e p r i n t e d  e x a c t ly  a 
m o n th  l a t e r  ( Jan .  1665} to g e th e r  w ith  e igh t new  t a l e s .  T h e s e ,  i n c lu ­
d ing  one o th e r  t a le ,  added  p ro b a b ly  by  so m e  l a t e r  e d i to r  of th e  poe t,  
c o n s t i tu te  w ha t we know today  a s  the  " P r e m i e r e  p a r t i e "  of th e  C ont e s .
A y e a r  l a t e r  ( J a n .  1666) th i r t e e n  m o r e  t a l e s  w e re  p u b lish e d .  M o d e rn  
e d i to r s  of th e  C o n tes  have co m b in ed  th e s e  t h i r t e e n  t a l e s  w ith  t h r e e  
o th e r s ,  p u b l ish e d  in a  s e p a r a te  c o l le c t io n  in  1 6 6 7 , to  f o r m  o u r  c u r r e n t  
"D eu x ie m e  p a r t i e " .  With the  p u b lica t io n  of the  t h i r d  p a r t  of th e  t a l e s  
in  1671 a n d  the  N ouveaux C on tes  in  1674, n o t only  w a s  the  s e r i e s  c o m ­
p le te d  bu t the  d ev e lo p m en t of the  g e n re  a t ta in e d  i t s  h ig h e s t  p e a k .  M o s t  
of the  l a t e r  t a l e s  con tinue  the  t r e n d  in a u g u ra te d  in  th e  e a r l i e r  v o lu m e s .
A lthough  L a  F o n ta in e  had  a c c e s s  to  G re e k ,  L a t in  an d  F r e n c h  
s o u r c e s ,  th e  in s p i r a t io n  fo r  the  b u lk  of the  ta l e s  w a s  d ra w n  f r o m  
I ta l i a n  m o d e l s .  T he  p o e t 's  debt to  I ta l ia n  l i t e r a t u r e  w ith  r e g a r d  to  
the  C o n te s  is  acknow ledged  in  so m e  l in e s  of the  fa m o u s  E p î t r e  a  H u e t  
in  w h ich  he  l i s t s  h is  fa v o u r i te  I ta l ia n  a u th o r s .
J e  t h e r i s  I 'A r io s te  et j ' e s t i m e  la  T a s s e ;
P le in  de M ach iav e l ,  en tê te  de B o c c a c e ,
J ' e n  p a r l e  s i  souvent g u 'o n  en  e s t  é to u rd i ;  4 5
J ' e n  l i s  qui son t du N Ord, e t  qui son t du M id i.
T h e  m o s t  in f lu e n t ia l  of th e se  a s  f a r  a s  the  p o e t 's  d e v e lo p m e n t  of the  
C o n te s  is  c o n c e rn e d  a r e  A r io s to  an d  B o c c a c c io .  B u t he  s e e m s  to  h a v e  
b e ta k e n  h im s e l f  f i r s t  to  the w o rk s  of A r io s to ,  g iv en  th e  fa c t  th a t  h i s  
e a r l i e s t  t a l e ,  Joconde  , w as  im i ta te d  f r o m  th is  a u th o r .  T h e  m o s t  p o p u ­
l a r  of A r i o s t o ' s  w o rk s  is  the  len g th y  ep ic  e n t i t le d  O r la n d o  F u r i o s o .
T h is  w as  one of the  s o u rc e s  th a t  n u r t u r e d  F r e n c h  R e n a i s s a n c e  an d  
c l a s s i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  e n r ic h in g  i t  w ith  m a t e r i a l s  s u i ta b le  f o r  a lm o s t  a l l  
the  know n g e n r e s .  What w as  i t ,  one m a y  a s k ,  th a t  d re w  so  m a n y  w r i ­
t e r s  to  A r io s to ,  th u s  he igh ten ing  h i s  in f lu en ce  in  F r a n c e  th ro u g h o u t  
the  s ix te e n th  and  sev en teen th  c e n tu r i e s ?  T he  s e c r e t  of h is  a p p e a l  la y  
in  th e  w ide  v a r i e ty  of h is  th e m e s  an d  h is  in v en tiv e  s k i l l .  A s  one of 
h is  a d m i r e r s  pu ts  i t ,
45. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 493 : E p î t r e  a  H u e t .
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H is  a c t o r s  ra n g e  f r o m  a r c h a n g e ls  to  h o r s e s ,  h is  
s c e n e  f r o m  C athay  to the  H e b r id e s .  In e v e r y  s ta n z a  
t h e r e  i s  so m eth ing  new : b a t t l e s  in  a l l  t h e i r  d e ta i l ,  
s t r a n g e  lands  w ith  th e i r  la w s ,  c u s to m s ,  h i s to r y ,  an d  
g e o g rap h y , s to r m  and su n sh in e ,  m o u n ta in s ,  i s l a n d s ,  
r i v e r s ,  m o n s t e r s ,  a n e c d o te s ,  c o n v e r s a t io n s ;  t h e r e  
s e e m s  no end to i t .  He t e l l s  us  w hat h is  peop le  a te ,  
he  d e s c r i b e s  the  a r c h i t e c tu r e  of t h e i r  p a la c e s ;  w hen  
you t i r e  of one a d v en tu re  he p lunges  you in to  a n o th e r  
w ith  so m eth in g  so lu d ic ro u s  o r  q u e s t io n a b le  in  i t s  
e x o rd iu m  th a t  you fee l  you m u s t  r e a d  ju s t  one m o r e .
A n  a u th o r  w ith  such  a wide ran g e  of i n t e r e s t s  cou ld  s c a r c e l y  h av e
fa i le d  to  w in  th e  a d m ira t io n  of a p o e t  l ik e  L a  F o n ta in e  w h o se  l i t e r a r y
m o t to  w a s  " d iv e r s i t y " .
D iv e r s i t é  c 'e s t  m a  d e v i s e . . . .
J e  s u is  ch o se  l e g e r e ,  et vo le  a  tou t su je t
J e  v a i s  de f le u r  en f l e u r  e t  d 'o b je t  en  o b je t .
One c an  th e r e f o r e  u n d e rs ta n d  why the  poe t r e a d i ly  found  in s p i r a t io n
f o r  h i s  m a id e n  Conte  in A r i o s t o 's  O r la n d o  F u r i o s o .
In th e  I ta l ia n  m o d e l ,  the  h a n d so m e  young h e r o ,  Jo co n d o , i s  
su m m o n e d  to  th e  p a lace  of A sto lf ,  K ing of L o m b a rd y .  On h is  w ay  to  
the  p a la c e ,  he  sudden ly  r e m e m b e r s  h is  w i f e 's  p a r t in g  p r e s e n t  and  r e ­
t u r n s  u n e x p e c te d ly  to find h e r  m a k in g  love to  a n o th e r  m a n .  He r e s ­
t r a i n s  h i s  a n g e r  and con tinues  h is  jo u rn e y  to  the  ro y a l  p a la c e ,  v e r y  
w o r r i e d ,  d e p r e s s e d  and  e m b i t te r e d .  H e i s  abou t to  g ive w ay  to  u t t e r  
d e s p a i r  w hen  by  chance  he  s u r p r i s e s  th e  q ueen  h e r s e l f  b e n e a th  a  l u s ty  
d w a rf .  T ak in g  co n so la t io n  f r o m  w h a t he  s e e s ,  hé d i s c l o s e s  th e  in c id e n t  
to  the  K ing . B o th  m e n  se t  out on a to u r  of s ed u c t io n  to  av en g e  t h e m ­
s e lv e s  on the  f a i r  sex ; m a n y  and v a r io u s  a r e  t h e i r  c o n q u e s ts .  T o
c ro w n  i t  a l l ,  th e y  s h a r e  the  love of an  i n n k e e p e r 's  d a u g h te r  who c o n ­
t r i v e s  to  ta k e  on a t h i r d  lo v e r  in the  s a m e  b ed . W hen Jo co n d o  an d  
h i s  co m p an io n  d i s c o v e r  w hat h a s  h ap p en ed , th e y  t a k e  c o n s o la t io n  f r o m  
th is  unique d e m o n s t r a t io n  of fe m in in e  in f id e l i ty ,  r e c o n c i l e  t h e m s e lv e s
to  the  fa c t  th a t  a l l  w om en  a r e  a l ik e ,  and  r e t u r n  h o m e  to  t o l e r a t e  t h e i r
. 48own w iv e s .
46. L e w is ,  C . S . ,  T he  A l le g o ry  of L ove , O xford , (C la re n d o n ) ,  1936,
pp. 301-333 .
47. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p . 274, C o n te s , IV, x i  ; " P â t é  d 'A n g u il le " ;
Cf. ib id . , pp. 490-491 , " D is c o u r s  a M m e de la  S a b l i e r e "  (1684) 
11. 69-70 .
48. A r io s t e ,  L , R o land  F u r ie u x ,  T r a d u c t io n  n o u v e lle  e t  en  p r o s e  p a r
M. V . P h il ip p o n  de la  M ad e la in e ,  P a r i s ,  (M o rizo t) ,  1864, p. 326, 
C hant XXVIII.
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L a  F o n ta in e 's  f id e l i ty  to the  m o d e l  s to p s  w ith  fo llow ing  th is  
b a r e  p lo t .  F o r  the  r e s t ,  he m o d if ie s  the  o r ig in a l  e p iso d e  b ey o n d  r e ­
co g n it io n ,  add ing  o r  s u p p re s s in g  d e ta i l s  a s  he th in k s  f i t  and  c o n so n a n t  
w ith  th e  t a s t e s  of h is  pub lic . In the  o r ig in a l  v e r s io n ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  
th e  p a r t in g  g if t  w hich  Jo c o n d o 's  w ife g ives  h e r  h u s b a n d  is  a  c o l l a r  to 
w h ich  a  c ru c i f ix ,  d e c o ra te d  w ith  the  r e l i c s  of the  s a in t s ,  i s  a t t a c h e d .  
T h i s  s o r t  of gift would have b een  s o m eth in g  of an  a n a c h r o n i s m  in  th e  
e y e s  of th e  a u d ien c e  of the s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  fa s h io n a b le  s a lo n s ,  
p e r m e a te d  by  the  s p i r i t  of " p r é c io s i t é " .  I t  w a s  w ith in  th e s e  s a lo n s  
th a t  o u r  poe t e x p ec te d  to  find the  g r e a t e r  p r o p o r t io n  of h i s  r e a d e r s .
So in  p la c e  of a  c o l la r  w ith  a  c ru c i f ix ,  he  s u b s t i tu te s  a  b e a u t i fu l  b r a c e -  
50le t .  T h e  ch o ice  of th is  i t e m  is  not s u r p r i s in g .  B r a c e l e t s  w e r e  p o p u ­
l a r  love  to k e n s  in  the  sev en teen th  c e n tu r y  in m u c h  th e  s a m e  w ay  a s  
o u r  e n g a g e m e n t  o r  wedding r in g s  of today . In  h i s  a n n o ta t io n  of l in e  
1343 of M o l i e r e ' s  D ep it  a m o u re u x , p u b lish ed  in  1656, D e sp o is  c o m m e n ts :
C es  b r a c e l e t s  é ta ien t  des  g ag es  que le s  h o m m e s  
r e c e v a ie n t  des  f e m m e s ,  e t  que s an s  doute  i l s  p o r ­
t a ie n t  s e c r è te m e n t .  " L e s  a m a n t s ,  d it  F u r e t i e r e  
t ie n n e n t  a  g ran d e  fa v e u r  d 'a v o i r  d e s  b r a c e l e t s  de 
ch ev eu x  de l e u r  m a l t r e s s e .
L a  F o n ta in e  a l s o  e s ta b l i s h e s  the  c o n t r a s t ,  f a m i l i a r  in  F r e n c h  c l a s s i c a l
l i t e r a t u r e ,  b e tw ee n  c o u r t  and  c o u n t ry s id e .  T h is  o p p o s i t io n  i s  im p l ie d
in  the  h in t  th a t  Jocondo  l iv e s  in  the  co u n try ,  " lo in  du c o m m e r c e  e t  du
m o n d e " ^ ^  an d  in  the  f a re w e l l  sp ee c h  of h is  w ife  :
A s - t u  b ie n  l 'â m e  a s s e z  c r u e l le  
P o u r  p r e f e r e r  a  m a  c o n s ta n te  a m o u r  
L e s  f a v e u rs  de la  c o u r?  . . . .
Ne qu it te  point le s  h ô te s  de t e s  b o is ,
C es  f e r t i l e s  v a llo n s ,  c e s  o m b ra g e s  s i  c o i s . . . .
A lth o u g h  A r io s to  m e n tio n s  the  h e r o ' s  c o u n try  h o m e ,  h i s  a l lu s io n  to  i t
s e r v e s  m e r e l y  to d is t in g u ish  b e tw een  two g e o g ra p h ic a l  lo c a t io n s .  In
L a  F o n ta in e 's  ta le ,  th is  d is t in c t io n  a s s u m e s  a p h i lo s o p h ic a l  s ig n i f ic a n c e ,
sy m b o liz in g  on one hand  the p eace  and  c o m fo r t  of so l i tu d e  d e r iv e d  f r o m
49. A r i o s t e ,  L , . Op. C i t . , p . 328 ' , . .
50. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 179, C o n te s , I, i ,  1 .7 7 .
51. M o l iè r e ,  Œ u v r e s ,  (ed it.  E .  D e sp o is ) ,  P a r i s ^  (Hachettej, 1873,
t .T .p .4 8 9  : D epit a m o u re u x ,  A c te  IV, s c e n e  3, 1. 1343.
52. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 179, C o n te s , I, i ,  11. 3 7 -3 8 .
53. I b i d . ,  p. 179, 11.52-56; Cf. 11.57 - 64.
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m o d e s t  l iv ing , in w hich "L e  r e p o s  re g n e  jo u r  e t  n u i t .  a n d  the
e lu s iv e  g la m o u r  and  tu rb u le n c e  of o s te n ta t io u s  l ife  and  c o u r t  h o n o u r s
Q u 'o n  c o n s e rv e  avec  in qu ie tude ,
P o u r  le s  p e r d r e  avec  d e s e s p o i r .
on the  o th e r .  T h is  re f le c t io n  a l r e a d y  a n t ic ip a te s  th e  n o te  of w a rn in g
1
w h ich  the  p o e t  w il l  sound l a t e r  in  the  F a b le s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  L e  B e r -  
. 5 6
g e r  e t  le  R o i . When the s e e m in g ly  u n e x p ec te d  h a p p e n s ,  a n d  th e  h e r o  
s u r p r i s e s  h is  own wife s leep ing  to g e th e r  w ith  a s la v e ,  s e v e r a l  th o u g h ts  
p a s s  th ro u g h  h i s  m in d . C onflic ting  e m o tio n s ,  ra n g in g  f r o m  th e  f e e l in g  
of d is a p p o in tm e n t  and  h u m il ia t io n  to  a n g e r ,  tak e  h o ld  of h im .  H e 
th in k s  of d e s t r o y in g  the  i l l i c i t  lo v e r s  a s  th ey  l ie  to g e th e r  in  h is  bed ; 
th is  a c t io n  w ould  avenge h is  h o n o u r .  B u t he  m u s t e r s  su f f ic ie n t  s e l f -  
c o n t ro l  to  r e s t r a i n  the  im p u ls e ,  a n d  co n tin u es  h is  t r i p  to  the  p a la c e ,  
ta k in g  the  in c id e n t  r a t h e r  p h i lo so p h ic a l ly .  J o c o n d o 's  a t t i tu d e  h e r e  i s  
p e r t in e n t  f o r  the  in s ig h t  it g ives  in to  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a p p ro a c h  to  the  
w hole  q u e s t io n  of the  re la t io n s h ip  b e tw een  th e  s e x e s ,  a s  c o m p a r e d  to  
th a t  of h is  I ta l ia n  m o d e l .  In  O r lan d o  F u r i o s o , f o r  e x a m p le ,  A r io s to  
b e g in s  th e  s to r y  of Jocondo  w ith an  apo logy  to the  f a i r  s ex  th u s  s u g g e s ­
ting  th a t  the  e p iso d e  he is  about to  n a r r a t e  i s  a  s t r a n g e  one l ik e ly  to  
f i l l  m e m b e r s  of th is  sex  w ith  s h a m e .  In a  tone  of i ro n y  he  s u g g e s t s  
th a t  f e m a le  r e a d e r s  should  skip  o v e r  the  c h a p te r ,  i f  p o s s ib le ,  to  a v o id  
b e in g  s c a n d a l iz e d  :
F e m m e s  c h a r m a n te s ,  e t  v ous  qui s av e z  l e s  a i m e r ,  
g a r d e z - v o u s  d 'e c o u te r  c e t te  h i s t o i r e :  e l le  n ' a  d 'a u t r e  
ob je t  que d 'a p p e le r  s u r  un sexe  a im a b le  le  b lâ m e ,  la  
hon te  e t  le  m é p r i s .  B ien  que le s  d i s c o u r s  de  t e l l e s  
gens  ne  p u is s e n t  vous a t t e in d r e ,  e t  b ie n  q u 'o n  s a c h e  que 
le  v u lg a i r e  se  p l a î t  a  p a r l e r  de ce  q u ' i l  c o n n a î t  a  p e in e ,  
je  vous  p r ie ,  je u n e s  d a m e s ,  de l a i s s e r  ce  c h an t  de c ô te ,  
e t  la  su ite  de m o n  r é c i t  n 'e n  s e r a  p a s  m o in s  c l a i r e .
In c o n t r a s t  to  A r io s to ,  L a  F o n ta in e  v iew s  the  e p iso d e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l ly .
H e f in d s  no th ing  s t r a n g e  o r  e x t r a o r d in a r y  in the  in f id e l i ty  of J o c o n d o 's
w ife .  If in e x p e r ie n c e d  people  b e l ie v e  the  w o m an  to  be  too  m u c h  in
love w ith  h e r  hu sb an d  to succum b  to te m p ta t io n ,  h e .  L a  F o n ta in e ,
58"M oi qui s a i s  ce que c 'e s t  que l ' e s p r i t  d 'u n e  f e m m e " ,  w ould  be a
54. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 179, 1 .60  -
55. Ib id . p . 179f T l .  56 -5 7 .
56. Ib id . , p. 152, F a b l e s , X , i, 11 .25-30.
57. A r i o s t e ,  L . , Op. C it .  , p. 326.
58. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p. 179, C o n te s , I, i ,  1 .86 .
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foo l to s u b s c r ib e  to such  a b e l ie f .  F o r  our poet, to f a i l  is  h u m an ;
and  he  q u ic k ly  c o m m e n d s  the  h e r o ' s  r e s t r a i n t  an d  s e l f - c o n t r o l  in  the
face  of th i s  c o m m o n p la ce ,  though t ry in g  p ro v o c a t io n .
. . . . M o n  a v is  e s t  q u 'i l  fi t  b ien .
L e  m o in s  de b r u i t  que l 'o n  peu t f a i r e  
E n  te l le  a f fa i re  
E s t  le  p lu s  s û r  de la  m o i t i é .
M o l ie r e ,  who s h a r e s  an  a ff in ity  of thought w ith  L a  F o n ta in e  on a  v a r i e t y
of s u b je c t s ,  r e - e c h o e s  th is  id ea  in one of h is  c o m e d ie s ,  A m p h i t r y o n ,
s ta g e d  in  P a r i s  f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e  on 13 J a n u a ry ,  1668, fo u r  y e a r s  a f t e r
th e  p u b l ic a t io n  of J o c o n d e . He w r i t e s  ;
S u r  t e l l e s  a f f a i r e s ,  to u jo u r s ,  60 
L e  m e i l l e u r  e s t  de ne r i e n  d i r e .
It  c an  th u s  be s e e n  th a t  Jo c o n d o 's  s e l f - c o n t r o l  b e fo re  the  p ro v o c a t iv e
s i tu a t io n ,  w h ich  in  A r io s to 's  ta le  i s  m o t iv a te d  by  w e a k n e s s  a r i s i n g  f r o m
* 61h is  f e a r  of lo s in g  h is  b eau t i fu l  young w ife  w hom  he  lo v e s  so d e a r ly ,  
th a t  i s ,  w hich  is  m o t iv a te d  by a lo w e r  p a s s io n ,  i s ,  in  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
w o rk ,  p ro m p te d  b y  the n e ed  to avo id  s c a n d a l  o r  by  th e  s e n s e  of h o n o u r ,  
w h ich  is  a  h ig h e r  p a s s io n  and  a  m o r e  in te l le c tu a l  c o n ce p t .
In  the  I ta l ia n  m o d e l ,  i t  is  Jocondo  who p r o p o s e s  to  th e  K ing
the  to u r  of s ed u c t io n  a c r o s s  the  c o u n try  in o r d e r  to  a v en g e  th e m s e lv e s
on th e i r  w iv e s  :
M a fo i,  rép o n d  Joconde , i l  fau t ,  s a n s  nous s o u c ie r  
de c e s  in f id è le s ,  é p ro u v e r  la  v e r tu  d e s  a u t r e s  : f a i s o n s  
aux  m a r i s  ce qu 'on  nous a f a i t  a  nous  m ê m e s .  . . .  P a r ­
to n s  p o u r  c o n q u é r i r  le s  d ép o u i l lé s  o p im e s  de m i l l e  
m a r i s .
In the  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r e n c h  co n tex t ,  i t  w ould  h a v e  sounded  r a t h e r
im p u d e n t  and  a u d ac io u s  f o r  a  su b jec t ,  no m a t t e r  how h ig h ly  p la c e d ,  to
c o u r t  su ch  a d e g re e  of f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  H is  M a je s ty  th e  K ing . It i s
m o r e  fa sh io n ab le  th a t  the  l a t t e r  shou ld  be  m a s t e r  o v e r  h i s  own p r iv a te
a f f a i r .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  in  J o c o n d e , L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  th e  p r o p o s a l  to
to u r  th e  c o u n try s id e  com e f r o m  the  K ing r a t h e r  th a n  f r o m  Jo co n d o  ;
V e n g e o n s - n o u s - e n ,  c o u r o n s  l e  p a y s ;
C h erch o n s  p a r to u t  n o t r e  fo r tu n e .
59. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p . . l79 . C o n te s , I, i , 11. 1 0 0 -103 .
60. M o l iè r e ,  A m p h itry o n ,  P a r i s ,  1668, A c te  III, s c è n e  x , 11 .1942-1943 .
61. A r i o s t e ,  L . ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 328.
62. Ib id . , p . 331.
63. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it.  , p. 181, C o n te s ,  I, i, 11 .246-247 .
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T he  e la b o r a te  p r e p a r a t io n  fo r  t h e i r  d e p a r tu r e  an d  th e  c h a r a c t e r  of 
t h e i r  m i s s i o n  a r e  d e l ib e ra te ly  e m p h a s iz e d  to c r e a t e  the  im p r e s s i o n  of 
r e a l i t y .  We a r e  m ad e  to a p p re c ia te  the  fa c t  th a t  t h e i r  t r i p  i s  a  
"hun ting  e x p ed i t io n " ,  and  the poet conveys th is  id e a  by the  u s e  of such  
a p p r o p r ia t e  t e r m s  a s  "vo ie"  w hich , in  the  g iven  s i tu a t io n ,  s u g g e s ts  
m o r e  the  im a g e  of a hunting t r a c k  th a n  th a t  of a  pub lic  h ighw ay .
A r io s to  d o es  n o t m en tio n  th is  d e ta i l ;  h e  s im p ly  s t a t e s  th a t  the  two m e n  
t r a v e l l e d  a c r o s s  F r a n c e .  A l e s s  im a g in a t iv e  a r t i s t  w ould  p ro b a b ly  
have  b e e n  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  tha t  m u ch , o r  a t b e s t ,  ad d ed  so m e th in g ,  l ik e  
th is  :
" L e u r  bagage  é tan t fa it .
N o s  g a la n ts  se m e t te n t  en  r o u te " .
L a  F o n ta in e  p ro b a b ly  thought of such  a c o n s t r u c t io n ,  bu t th en ,  the  
v e r s e  w ould  be  l e s s  e x p re s s iv e  of the  n a tu r e  of the  t r i p  and  j:he m o s t  
im p o r ta n t  i t e m  of the  " b ag a g e " .  So the  poe t op ted  f o r  th e  fo llow ing  
p ic tu re s q u e  l in e s  ;
L e u r  b agage  é tan t p r ê t ,  e t  le  l iv r e  s u r to u t ,
N os  g a lan ts  se  m e t te n t  en  v o ie .
T h e  p h r a s e ,  " e t  le  l iv r e  s u r to u t" ,  i s  m o s t  s ig n if ic a n t  h e r e  b e c a u s e  of 
the  l ig h t  i t  th ro w s  in to  the  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  s t r o n g e r  s t r e s s  w h ich  
L a  F o n ta in e  la y s  upon h is  m o d e l 's  m a in  id e a ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  a l l  w o m en  
a r e  a l ik e  in  m a t t e r s  of love and  c o n ju g a l  f id e l i ty .  A s  if  b e n t  on v e r i ­
fy ing  and  e s ta b l i s h in g  beyond doubt the  v e r a c i t y  of th i s  a s s e r t i o n ,  th e  
two a d v e n tu r e r s  a r e  p ro v id ed  in  the  p o e t 's  ta le  w ith  "un  l i v r e  b la n c "
an  e le m e n t  w hich  is  entirely a b so t  in  A r i o s t o ' s  t a l e .  T he  e a s e  an d  s p e e d
w ith  w hich  th e  a m o ro u s  t r a v e l l e r s  f i l l  th i s  n o tebook  w ith  th e  n a m e s  of
e a s y  fe m a le  v ic t im s  of a l l  c l a s s e s  an d  a l l  w a lk s  of l i fe ,  e a c h  l i s t e d
a c c o rd in g  to  h e r  ra n k ,  a r e  d e l ib e r a t e ly  e m p h a s iz e d  b y  o u r  poe t to  p ro v e
67the  t r i i th  of the  a s s e r t i o n .  T he  p ro v is io n  of th e  " l iv r e  b la n c "  w h o se  
co n ten ts  sp eak  fo r  th e m s e lv e s ,  is  a m o r e  r e l i a b le  e v id en c e  an d , c o n -  . 
seq u en tly ,  p r e s e n t s  a m o r e  c o n c re te  an d  e ffe c t iv e  f o r m  of a r g u m e n t  
th a n  A r i o s t o ' s  m e th o d , b a se d  upon an  in d i r e c t  r e p o r t i n g  of the  s u c c e s s e s  
of the  two f r i e n d s  in t h e i r  c a r e e r  of sed u c t io n .
6 4 . A r i o s t e ,  L . , Op. C it .  , p. 331.
65. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 181, C o n te s , I, i ,  11. 2 7 2 -7 3 .
66. I b i d . , 1 .257 .
67. Ib id . , 1. 4 9 0 .
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I t  i s  no t. c l e a r ly  known how L a  F o n ta in e  c a m e  by  th i s  in n o v a ­
t io n .  A n  often  su g g es ted  so u rc e  of in s p i r a t io n  is  M o l i e r e ' s  Don J u a n  
, A.9. f e s t in  de P i e r r e .  A lthough the  id ea  of c a ta lo g u in g  the  l i s t  of 
a m o r o u s  c o n q u e s ts  does not f e a tu r e  in  the  f in a l  d raft, of th is  c o m e d y
a s  we h av e  i t  today , it did in i t s  o r ig in a l  s c e n a r io  p r e p a r e d  by
G u e u l le t te .  T he  s c r ip t  had  an  ep iso d e  in w hich  Don J u a n  t r i e s  to  go 
b a c k  on h is  p r o m is e  to  m a r r y  a g i r l  w hom  he  h a s  se d u c e d  w ith  p r o ­
m i s e s  of m a r r i a g e .  The h e ro  s u g g e s ts  h is  d i s e n c h a n tm e n t  w ith  the  
g i r l  by  sh if t in g  f r o m  the  idea  of m a r r i a g e  to  the  u n d e r ta k in g  to  h a v e  
h e r  n a m e  in c lu d e d  in the  l i s t  of h u n d re d s  of o th e r  f e m a le  a s p i r a n t s  :
T e n e z ,  lu i  d i s - j e ,  vo ila  l a  l i s t e  de to u te s  
c e l l e s  qui sont dans le m ê m e  c a s  que v o u s ,
e t je  v a is  y a jo u te r  v o tre  n o m .
B ut w h a t m a k e s  i t  d iff icu lt  to a c c e p t  th is  w o rk  a s  o u r  p o e t 's  s o u r c e  of 
i n s p i r a t i o n  is  the  fac t  th a t  Joconde  w as  f i r s t  p u b l ish e d  in  D e c e m b e r ,  
1664, w h ile  M o l i e r e 's  p lay  did no t a p p e a r  u n ti l  F e b r u a r y  15, 1665, 
s u g g e s t in g  th a t  i t  m a y  in fa c t  have  b e e n  L a  F o n ta in e 's  t a le  th a t  i n ­
f lu e n c e d  the  te x t  of the  s c e n a r io  in s te a d  of th e  o th e r  w ay  ro u n d ,  ur3.ess 
of c o u r s e ,  th e  s c e n a r io  w as w r i t t e n  m u c h  e a r l i e r  th an  1665, and  o u r  
p o e t  h a d  a c c e s s  to  i t .  But t h e r e  is  no th ing  to  s u g g e s t  th a t  he  d id .
In  L e s  C en t  N o u v e l le s  n o u v e l le s , a  b e au t i fu l  young nun k e e p s  a  s e c r e t
69d ia r y  c o n ta in in g  the  l i s t  of h e r  a d m i r e r s .  I t  i s  m o r e  p ro b a b le  th a t
L a  F o n ta in e  got th e  idea  of the  " l i v r e  b la n c"  f r o m  th i s  e p iso d e ,  g iven
the  f a c t  of h is  f a m i l i a r i t y  w ith  the  a b o v e -n a m e d  c o l le c t io n .  H is  a b i l i ty
to u se  th is  e p iso d e  in Joconde  is  ye t a n o th e r  e x a m p le  of h is  a d a p ta b i l i ty
an d  in v en tiv e  s k i l l .  How th is  fa c t  c o n t r a s t s  w ith  h i s  m o d e s t  b u t  s o m e -
w  h a t  i r o n i c a l  su g g es tio n  th a t  he d o es  no m o r e  th a n  t r a n s l a t e  h i s  m o d e l l
70J e  le  r e n d s  com m e on m e  le  donne.
A r i o s t o ' s  ta le  m en tio n s  th e  d e c is io n  of th e  tw o adventure]^  to
s h a r e  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  the  fa v o u rs  of th e  i n n k e e p e r 's  d a u g h te r  a s  th e  c l i -
71m a x  of t h e i r  e x p e r ie n c e s  and  fo r  r e a s o n s  of v a r i e ty .  B u t the  I ta l ia n
68. M o l ie r e ,  Œ u v r e s  c o m p le te s ,  (ed it .  D e sp o is  e t  M e s n a rd ) ,  P a r i s ,
(H ache tte ) ,  1880, t .  V, p. 27.
6 9 . L e s  C en t N ouve lles  n o u v e l le s ,  XV.
70. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 181. C o n te s , I, i ,  1 .2 9 4 .
71. A r i o s t e ,  L . , Op. C it.  , p. 333.
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m o d e l  g iv e s  no su g g es tiv e  d e ta i ls ;  it  s a y s  l i t t l e  e i t h e r  ab o u t how  th e
g ro u n d  i s  p r e p a r e d  fo r  the  s p o r t  o r  w hich  of the  two m e n  t a k e s  th e  f i r s t
t u r n .  In L a  F o n ta in e 's  J o c o n d e , th is  ep iso d e  i s  e n l iv e n e d  w ith  a d d i t io n a l
d e ta i l s ,  in c lu d in g  the  h in t th a t  the  h e r o e s  d ra w  lo ts  to  d e te r m in e  who
i 72
shou ld  h av e  the  g i r l  f i r s t .  M o re  im p o r ta n t  s t i l l ,  th e  e p iso d e  i s  u s e d  
by o u r  poe t to  d r iv e  hom e two of h is  c h e r i s h e d  id e a s  abou t w o m e n 's  a t ­
t i tu d e  to  lo v e .  F i r s t l y ,  fem in in e  in f id e l i ty  h a s  no th ing  to  do w ith  sophisy-^ 
t i c a t io n  o r  s o c ia l  ra n k ,  s ince  the  in n k e e p e r 's  d a u g h te r ,  a  c o u n t ry  l a s s ,  
s u p p o se d  to  be a  v i rg in ,
73Q ui ne c o n n a is s e  en co r  ni le  m a l  n i le  b ien  
cou ld  be  so lo o s e .  Secondly , no w om an  is  e v e r  s a t i s f i e d  w ith  one m  an .  
A l l  lo v e r s  a r e  p o s s e s s e d  by  so m e  s o r t  of g en ie , m a k in g  the  t a s t e  f o r
v a r i e t y  in  love  a s  k e en  in  wo m e n  a s  in  m e n  :
^  "  ■ *  ■
A p r e s e n t  on d i r a i t  que quelque a s t r e  m a l in
P r e n d  p l a i s i r  aux  bons to u r s  d e s  m a r i s  e t  d e s  f e m m e s .
T h e s e  id e a s  a r e  f a i r l y  c lo se  to the  ones A r io s to  i s  ou t to  i l l u s t r a t e  in  h is  
t a l e .  B u t the  m a in  d if fe ren c e  b e tw een  h is  w o rk  an d  th a t  of L a  F o n ta in e  .
I ll  \r ih iC ^
i s  in  th e  m a n n e r ^ th e  id e a s  a r e  p r e s e n te d .  T h u s  f r o m  th e  po in t of v iew
of a r t  a n d  e f fe c t iv e  p re s e n ta t io n  of id e a s ,  Jo co n d e  m a r k s  a  l i t e r a r y  a n d
in te l l e c tu a l  g ro w th  and  a g re a t  im p r o v e m e n t  on the  I ta l ia n  m o d e l .  M o s t
s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r e n c h  r e a d e r s  te n d ed  to be to u ch y  ab o u t  f o r th r ig h t
d e s c r ip t i o n  of love  s c e n e s .  In  d e fe re n c e  to t h e i r  t a s t e ,  o u r  p o e t  m a k e s
a n  e f fo r t  to  c o v e r  som e of the  o b scen e  d e ta i l s  r e c o r d e d  b y  A r io s to ,  by  •
r e p la c in g  th e m  w ith  su g g es tiv e  r e m a r k s  and  in n u e n d o es .  T h u s ,  e m p h a s i s
i s  sh if te d  f r o m  A r i o s t o ' s  ep iso d e  of t h r e e  m e n  in  a  b e d  w ith  one g i r l  to
th a t  of J o c o n d o 's  s i l ly  b e l ie f  in the  g i r l ' s  v i rg in i ty .
J e  la  t ie n s  p u ce lle  san s  fau te ,
E t  s i  p uce lle  q u ' i l  n ' e s t  r i e n  
De. p lus  puceau  que c e t te  b e l le  :
Sa poupée en sa i t  au tan t  q u 'e l l e .
It w i l l  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  T a l le m a n t  des  R éa u x  (1619-1690), one of L a  F o n ­
t a i n e 's  l i t e r a r y  a s s o c i a t e s  and  c o m ra d e s  of the  "R ound  T a b le " ,  h a d  e a r l i e r  
e x p r e s s e d  a  s i m i l a r  idea  in  h is  H is to r i e t t e s  (1657-1659). H e  w r i t e s  :
72. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it.  , p. 182, C o n te s , I, i ,  11. 347 - 355.
73. I b id . ,  p. 182, 1 .333 .
74. Ib id . p.  183, 11. 498-499 .
75. I b id . ,  p.  182, U. 335-338
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Q uand  on luy p ro d u is i t  la  F a n u c h e ,  q u 'o n  lu y 
f a i s a i t  p a s s e r  pou r p u ce lle ,  i l  t ro u v a  le  c h e m in  
a s s e z  f r a y e  et i l  se m i t  a  s i f f l e r .  "Que v eu t  
d i r e  c e l a ? "  luy  d i t - e l l e .  " C ' e s t ,  r e  p o n d i t- i l ,  
que  j ap p e l le  ceux q i  ont p a s s e  p a r  icy . 7 A
P ic q u e z ,  picqu^ez, d i s t - e l l e ,  "vous le s  a t t r a p p e r e z .  "
It i s  on ly  n a tu r a l  tha t  our poet, w ish in g  to e x p r e s s  the  r id ic u le  in  
Jo co n d e  s b e l ie f ,  would r e c a l l  the  ep iso d e  in  h is  f r i e n d 's  c o l le c t io n  of 
l ib e r t in e  s t o r i e s  and  r a c y  a n ec d o te s  abou t c o n te m p o r a r y  m o r a l s . T h i s  
sh if t  of e m p h a s i s  m a k e s  L a  F o n ta in e 's  t r e a t m e n t  of th e  scen e  c o m p a r a ­
t iv e ly  l e s s  in d e c e n t  than  th a t  of h is  m o d e l .  T h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  he
m a k e s  th i s  m o d if ic a t io n  with an  eye on th e  t a s t e s  of h i s  pu b lic ,  th e  p u b ­
l ic  of th e  fa s h io n a b le  and  s o p h is t i c a te d  s a lo n s  by  w hom  the  id e a  of v i r ­
g in ity  w ould  be r e c e iv e d  w ith  m ix e d  f e e l in g s .  T h is  c le v e r  m a n ip u la t io n
of a d e l ic a te  s i tu a t io n  to h is  own a d v an tag e  r e v e a l s  the  p o e t 's  m e n ta l
• *
a l e r t n e s s  o r  p r e s e n c e  of m ind , w h o se  s ig n if ic a n ce  a s  one of the  s u r e  in -  
dex*^of h is  m e n ta l  grow th could n o t e s c a p e  the  a t te n t io n  of one of th e  
l e a r n e d  jo u r n a l s  of the epoch, n a m e ly ,  th e  J o u r n a l  d e s  S a v a n t s . C o m ­
m e n t in g  on the  im p ro v e m e n t  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  on h i s  m o d e l ,  
the  jo u rn a l  w r i t e s  :
L a  F o n ta in e  n 'a  pas  s e u le m e n t  u se  de la  l i b e r t é  q u 'o n t
p r i s e  l e s  t r a d u c te u r s  de s 'é lo ig n e r  q u e lq u efo is  du to u r
e t  d e s  m a n ié r é s  qui se t ro u v e n t  dans  l e s  l i v r e s  q u ' i l s  
t r a d u i s e n t ,  m a is  i l  a  m ê m e  change  beau co u p  d e s  p r i n ­
c ip a le s  c i r c o n s ta n c e s  des  é v é n e m e n ts  q u ' i l  r a p p o r t e .
L ik e  Joconde , o u r  p o e t 's  n ex t  in te l le c tu a l ly  s ig n if ic a n t  t a le .
L a  F ia n c e e  du r o i  de G ar b e , is  a d a p te d  f r o m  I ta l ia n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th is  
t im e  f r o m  B o c c a c c io 's  T he D e c a m e ro n  . A c c e s s  to  th i s  w o rk  w as  m a d e  
p o s s ib le  fo r  L a  F o n ta in e  by the  e x is te n c e  in F r e n c h  p r o s e  of so m e  old  
t r a n s l a t i o n s  of i t .  A m ong th e se  w e r e  : L a u r e n s  du P r e m i e r f a i t ' s  t r a n s ­
la t io n ,  f i r s t  p u b l ish e d  in P a r i s  in  1485, and  r e p r in t e d  in  1521, 1534 a n d  
1537. It  i s  n o t l ik e ly  tha t o u r  poet u s e d  th is  v e r s io n  of B o c c a c c io 's  
w o rk ,  f o r  the  t r a n s la t io n  w as  any th ing  bu t r e a d a b le .  A m o r e  p ro b a b le  
s o u rc e  i s  the  v e r s io n  p ro d u ced  by A n to in e  le  M açon , w h ich  w a s  d e d ic a te d  
to  M a r g u e r i t e  de N a v a r r e ,  and  p u b l ish e d  in  1545. T h e  e ru d i te  a b b é  de
7 6 . T a l l e m a n t  d e s  R éaux , Gedeon, H i s t o r i e t t e s ,  (ed it .  A n to ine  A d am )
P a r i s ,  (P le iad e ) ,  I960, 1.1, p. 7.
77. J o u r n a l  d e s  S avan ts ,  P a r i s ,  j a n v ie r  1665, p. 39.
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L o n g u e ru E  d e s c r ib e d  th is  w o rk  a s  a l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r p i e c e .  T h e  o r i ­
g in a l  v e r s i o n  n a r r a t e s  how the  h e ro in e ,  A la t ie l ,  a f f ia n c e d  to  the  K ing  
of G a rb o ,  m a k e s  love to e igh t m e n  b e fo re  f in a l ly  a r r i v i n g  a t  h e r  b e ­
t r o t h e d ' s  c o u r t  w h e re  she g e ts  h ap p ily  m a r r i e d .  A s  u s u a l .  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  r e t a i n s  th is  outline , but ta k e s  g r e a t e r  l i b e r t y  w ith  B o c c a c c io  th a n  
h e  did  w ith  A r io s to .  The r e a d e r  is  w a rn e d  e a r l y  in  th e  ta le  no t to  e x ­
p e c t  an y  s la v i s h  f id e l i ty  to the  m o d e l  ;
J e  m e  su is  e c a r t e  de m o n  o r i g i n a l .
N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  he  c o n s e rv e s  c e r t a in  e le m e n ts  of the  o r ig in a l  w h ich  he  
c o n s id e r s  e s s e n t i a l  to the  p lot and  w hich  m e e t  h i s  a r t i s t i c  an d  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  r e q u i r e m e n t s .  F o r  e x am p le ,  he  r e t a in s  th e  v i ta l  d e ta i l  of th e  fa c t  
th a t  th e  h e r o in e  p a s s e s  th ro u g h  e ig h t  h an d s  b e fo re  r e a c h in g  the  n in th  to
w hom  she  is  b e t ro th e d ,  and  th a t  a f t e r  h e r  a d v e n tu r e s  h e r  m a n  r e c e i v e s
81 'h e r  in  good fa i th  a s  if nothing h a s  h ap p en ed . H e  a l s o  r e c a p f u r e s  an d  
g r e a t l y  im p r o v e s  on h is  m o d e l 's  a d m ir a b le  w it  a n d  im p e r t in e n c e ,  a s  we 
s h a l l  s e e  l a t e r  in  th is  c h a p te r .  T h e  r e s e m b la n c e  b e tw e e n  the  tw o v e r ­
s i o n s  of the  ta le  ends  th e r e .  T he r e s t  of L a  F ia n c e e  du ro i  de G a rb e  
is  a  p ro d u c t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  ad ap tiv e  s k i l l  an d  p o e t ic  im a g in a t io n ,  a 
p ro d u c t  so  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  the  o r ig in a l  a s  to c o n s t i tu te  a  new  g e n re ,  th a t  
i s ,  a  cbn te  , in  the  p o e t 's  s e n s e  of the  t e r m .
T h e  I ta l ia n  m o d e l  i s  w eak  in  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  T h e  p e r s o n a g e s
a r e  p o r t r a y e d  by  B o ccacc io  a s  if  th ey  w e re  m e r e  a u to m a ta ,  p o w e re d  by  
one c e n t r a l  f o r c e ,  n am e ly ,  s e n s u a l  p a s s io n .  T h e y  la c k  th e  s l ig h te s t  
e le m e n t  of h o n o u r  and h u m an ity .  E v e n  the  h e r o in e  h e r s e l f  i s  no t  s u f ­
f ic ie n t ly  endow ed  w ith  a w e l l -d e l in e a te d  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  f o r  th e  only  im a g e  
th a t  the  r e a d e r  i s  g iven  of h e r  is  th a t  of an  i l l - s t a r r e d  b e a u ty ,  t u r n e d  by  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  in to  a s ex  m a c h in e .  R e je c t in g  th i s  im a g e .  L a  F o n ta in e  
endow s A la t i e l  w ith  a new and m o r e  i n te r e s t in g  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  w h ich  no t 
on ly  c o m m a n d s  r e s p e c t ,  but a r o u s e s  sy m p a th y  f o r  h e r  a n d  th e  o th e r  
c h a r a c t e r s .  He t r a c e s  the  t r a u m a t ic  e x p e r i e n c e s  th ro u g h  w h ich  th e  p o o r  
g i r l ,  v ic t im  of h e r  own b eau ty , h a s  to u n d e rg o , h e r  e m o t io n a l  c o n f l ic ts ,
h e r  in i t i a l  s tu b b o rn  r e s i s t a n c e  to the  f o r c e s  of s e d u c t io n  w hich  th r e a t e n
h e r  h ig h ly  t r e a s u r e d  c h as t i ty .  We a r e  sk il fu l ly  gu ided  to  s ee  an d  a p p r e -
78. L o n g u e r u E ,  (I 'abbe  de), L o n g u e r u a n a ,  P a r i s ,  1754, p. 32.
79. B o c c a c e ,  G. , L e  D e c a m e ro n ,  (N o u v e llem en t t r a d u i t  d ' i t a l i e n  en
F r a n ç o y s  p a r  M a is t r e  A n to ine  le  M açon), P a r i s ,  1545, pp. 4 3 -5 0 .
80. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 213, Contes:, II, x iv ,  1 .9 .
81. B o c c a c e ,  G . , Op. C it.  p. 43;, Cf. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p . 213, 11. 14 -
2 1 .
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c ia te  th e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  lead ing  to h e r  f in a l  c a p i tu la t io n  : she  i s  young 
and  b e a u t i fu l ,  sy m p a th e tic  and  re f in e d ;  she  i s  a  g i r l  who h a s  b e e n  ta u g h t  
by h e r  h ig h  b i r th  to a p p re c ia te  m e r i t ,  k in d n e s s  an d  gar e r o s i t y  in h e r ­
s e l f  an d  in  o th e r  peop le . Could su ch  a  c r e a t u r e  r e s i s t  f o r  long, th e  c o n ­
c e n t r a te d  p r e s s u r e  f r o m  m e n  of s u b s ta n c e  and  p o w er  to w hom  she  is  
in d e b te d  fo r  h e r  v e r y  l i fe?  R e l e n t l e s s ly  c o n s p ir in g  a g a in s t  h e r  m o r a l  
r e s i s t a n c e  to o ,  a r e  the p h y s ica l  s u r ro u n d in g s  an d  the  e le m e n ts  : the  
b e a u t i fu l ly  w ooded  p a rk ,  the sec lu d e d  g ro t to  and  th e  f ine  s p r in g  w e a th e r ,  
a l l  f o r tu i to u s ly  fav o u ra b le  and w e l l -b le n d e d  to  d is p o se  h e r  to  a m o r o u s  
s p o r t .
Son a m a n t  e t le  l ieu  l ' a s s u r a i e n t  du s e c r e t :
C 'é ta i t  une p u is s a n te  a m o rc e ;
E lle r é s i s t a i t  a  r e g r e t .
L e  p r in te m p s  p a r  m a lh e u r  é ta i t  a lo r  en  sa  fo rc e :
J e u n e s  coeurs  sont b ie n  e m p ê c h e s  
A t e n i r  l e u r s  d é s i r s  c a c h e s ,  *
E ta n t  p r i s  p a r  ta n t  de m a n i é r é s .
C o m b ien  en v o y o n s-n o u s  se  l a i s s e r  p a s  a  pas  
R a v i r  ju sq u 'a u x  f a v e u r s  d e m ie r e a , .
Q ui dans l 'a b o r d  ne  c ro y a ie n t  p a s  
P o u v o ir  a c c o r d e r  l e s  p r e m i e r e s l  
A m o u r ,  s an s  qu 'on  y p e n se ,  a m e n e  c e s  in s ta n t s :
M ain te  fi l le  a  p e rd u  s e s  g an ts .
E t  fe m m e  au  p a r t i r  s ' e s t  t ro u v é e .
Qui ne sa i t  la  p l u p a r t  du te m p s  
C o m m e la  chose  e s t  a r r i v é e .  ^
In d e fe n ce  of th e  h e ro in e  s t i l l ,  the  poe t s k e tc h e s  the  s t ru g g le  r a g in g  in
h e r  m in d  a m id s t  conflic ting  d e m a n d s .  She a r g u e s  w ith  h e r s e l f  a s  sh e
m e n ta l ly  r e v ie w s  the  f a c ts  of h e r  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  h e r  b e n e f a c to r  v i s -
a - v i s  the  d e te r m in a t io n  to p r e s e r v e  h e r  c h a s t i ty ,  a n d  w o n d e rs  w h e th e r
the  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of the f o r m e r  i s  no t w o r th  the  s a c r i f i c e  of th e  l a t t e r  :
L e s  s e r v i c e s  d 'H isp a l  en ce  m ê m e  m o m e n t  
L u i re v ie n n en t  devan t la  vue:
Ses  jo u r s  sauvés  des  f lo t s ,  son  h o n n e u r  d 'u n  g é a n t .
Que lui d em an d a it  son  a m a n t  ? g3
Un b ie n  dont e lle  é ta i t  à  sa  v a le u r  tenue :
84
T h is  a r g u m e n t  r e d u c e s  A la t i e l 's  p o w er  of r e s i s t a n c e  by  h a lf .  B u t a l ­
though  h e r  de fen ce  is  c ru m b lin g ,  she m a n a g e s  to  k e e p  up th e  f ig h t ,  d e ­
c l in in g ,  in sp ite  of h e r s e l f ,  H i s p a l ' s  in v i ta t io n  to  e n t e r  the  g ro t to  w ith  
h im :
82. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 213, C o n te s , II, x iv ,  11. 23 2 -2 4 7 .
83. Ib id . 11 .251-255.
84. Ib id . , 11.248 - 250.
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P r e s  de l ' a n t r e  v enus, n o t r e  a m a n t  p ro p o s a  
D e n t r e r  d edans . L a  b e l le  s 'e x c u s a ,
M ais  m a ig r e  so i, d e ja  p re s q u e  v a in c u e .
A t th is  j u n c tu r e ,  the  e le m e n ts  in te rv e n e  in  t h e i r  fu l l  f o r c e ,  s h a t t e r in g
a l l  th a t  r e m a i n s  of the  h e r o in e 's  d e fen ce ,  f o r  a  su d d en  s t o r m  s e t s  in:
Une. p luie  acheva  l ' a f f a i r e .
Il  ^ l l u t  Se m e t t r e  a l 'a b r i :
J e  l a i s s e  a  p e n s e r  ou. L e  r e s t e  du m y s t è r e  
A u  fond de l ' a n t r e  e s t  d e m e u r e .
G iven  th e s e  t r y in g  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  a r g u e s  L a  F o n ta in e ,
II ne fau t pas  pour c e la  q u 'o n  l ' a c c u s e . . . .
J e  s a i s  p lus d 'une  b e l le ,
A qui ce fa it  e s t  a r r i v e  
S ans  en  a v o i r  m o i t ié  d 'a u ta n t  d 'e x c u s e s  q u 'e l l e .
In B o c c a c c io 's  t a l e ,  A la t ie l  is  p r e s e n te d  th ro u g h o u t  a s  a  dum b v ic t im  of 
a  s e r i e s  of v io la t io n s .  In our p o e t 's  v e r s io n  th is  e le m e n t  of v io le n c e  
an d  b r u t a l i t y  i s  g re a t ly  m in im iz e d .  In  p la ce  of the  c o w a rd ly  (devices, 
ra n g in g  f r o m  d ru g g in g  the  h e ro in e  to  b r u ta l  r a p e ,  r e c o r d e d  by  B o c c a c c io ^  
L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  the  g i r l  su b m it  w il l in g ly  to a m o r o u s  d e m a n d s .  B u t 
in  e a c h  c a s e ,  she  i s  r ic h ly  fu rn ish e d  w ith  a r g u m e n ts  an d  le g i t im a te  e x ­
c u s e s  to  ju s t i f y  h e r  su b m iss io n .  S o m e t im e s  i t  is  out of p i ty  a n d  the  de­
s i r e  to  sav e  the  l ife  of an  a d m i r e r  who th r e a te n s  to  s t a r v e  h im s e l f  to 
d ea th ,  i f  she  t u r n s  down h is  r e q u e s t .  A f te r  a l l ,  sh e  a r g u e s ,  i s  i t  no t 
m o r e  h o n o u ra b le  an d  m o r e  h um an  to p r e s e r v e  l i f e  th a n  c h a s t i ty ?
L a i s s e r  m o u r i r  un h o m m e , e t p o u v o ir  l ' e m p ê c h e r .
C 'e s t  a v o ir  l 'â m e  un  peu  t r o p  d u r e .
P a r  p it ié  donc, e l le  c o n d esc en d i t  
A ux  v o lon tés  du c a p i t a i n e . , .
S o m e t im e s  she  a c t s  to save  h e r  own n e ck ,  w h ich  i s  on ly  n a t u r a l  :
Si p a r  p it ie  d 'a u t r u i  la  b e l le  se  f o r ç a ,  '
Q ue ne point e s s a y e r  p a r  p i t ie  de s o i - m ê m e
E l le  se fo rc e  donc, e t  p r e n d  en  g r é  le  to u t .
On a n o th e r  o c c a s io n  she is  ta k en  u n a w a re s  w h ile  f a s t  a s l e e p  u n d e r  the
in f lu en c e  of w ine  tak en  du rin g  a  p a r ty  the  p re v io u s  e v en in g  (11 .491-495).
When she  f a l l s  nex t,  i t  is  a s  an  a c t  of v e n g ea n c e  on h e r  d e c e iv e r  (11.
522-528). T h e n  aga in , she is  in s u c c e s s io n  c o m p e l le d  b y  c h a r i ty  (11.
588-606), by the  p ro s p e c t s  of see in g  h e r  h o m e  a g a in  (11. 672-681) and
85. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. ,  p. 215, Tl. : 248 -  250. % ‘ .
86. Ib id . 11. 261-264 .
87. Ib id . 11 .265-268.
88. B o c c a c e ,  G ., Op. C it. pp. 4 3 -5 0 .
89. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 216, 11. 3 4 4 -347 .
90. Ib id . 11 .390-392.
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by  the  o b l ig a tio n  to honour the  l a s t  w is h e s  of a d e ad  g u a rd ia n  (11. 712- 
722). B ac k  h o m e  a t  la s t ,  she f a b r i c a t e s  s to r i e s  to  d e c e iv e  h e r  f a th e r ,  
g e ts  m a r r i e d  to h e r  b e t ro th e d  and  l iv e s  h ap p ily  e v e r  a f t e r w a r d s .  T h e  
m a in  i n t e r e s t  of th e se  s e r i e s  of e x c u s e s  o r  a r g u m e n ts  p ro v id e d  fo r  
the  h e r o in e  l i e s  not in  |;heir m o r a l  ju s t i f ic a t io n ,  s in c e  n e a r ly  a l l  of 
th e m  can  be p ro v e d  to  be w eak , but in  the  lo g ic a l  w ay  L a  F o n ta in e  
u s e s  th e m  to  p ro d u c e  a con tinuous, w e l l - to ld  s to r y  in  v e r s e ,  an d  in  
th e  r e v e la t i o n  th ey  m a k e  of ou r p o e t 's  id e a s  about c h a s t i ty .  We s h a l l  
e x a m in e  th e s e  id e a s  l a t e r  in th is  c h a p te r .
P a r t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  te ch n iq u e , w h ich  c o n s t r a s t s
s h a r p ly  w ith  B o c c a c c io 's  m e th o d  of i n d i r e c t  r e p o r t in g ,  i s  to in te r v e n e
p e r s o n a l ly  in  th e  ^course  of the  s to r y  e i th e r  to  c o r r e c t  so m e  i m p r e s s i o n ,
a s  in  the  fo llow ing  p a ssa g e  :
" P o u rq u o i  m e  d i r a - t - o n ,  nous  r a m e n e r  to u jo u r s  ♦
C ette  c a s s e t t e ?  e s t - c e  une c i r c o n s ta n c e  
Q ui so it  de s i  g ran d e  im p o r ta n c e  ? "
O ui, s e lo n  m o n  av is ;  on v a  v o i r  s i  j ' a i  t o r t .
J e  ne p re n d s  point ic i  l ' e s s o r .
N i n 'a f fe c te  de r a i l l e r i e s .
Si j 'a v a i s  m is  nos  gens a b o rd  
Sans a rg e n t  e t  s a n s  p i e r r e r i e s .
S e r a i e n t - i l s  pas  d e m e u r e s  c o u r t?
On ne v i t  ni d 'a i r ,  n i d 'a m o u r .
o r  to  in s in u a te  m o t iv e s ,  a s  in  th e s e  two l in e s  :
Que ce fû t ou non son  d e s s e in ,
P o u r  se  s e r v i r  d 'H isp a l  i l  f a l l a i t  to u t  p r o m e t t r e .
It i s  a  c r e d i t  to  the p o e t 's  a r t i s t i c  g row th  th a t  th e s e  in te rv e n t io n s  a r e
m a d e  w ithou t in te r ru p t in g  the sm o o th  flow  of the efcory. T h e  fe e l in g  of
h is  p r e s e n c e  in  the  n a r r a t iv e  g ives  the  t a l e s  a n  a i r  of r e a l i t y  an d
a u th e n t ic i ty  w h ich  is  lack ing  in  the  o r ig in a l  m o d e l .  T h i s  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n
of B o c c a c c io 's  p ro s e  n a r r a t i v e  in to  a b e a u t i fu l  p ie ce  of p o e t ry ,  r i c h l y
d o c u m en ted ,  a r t i s t i c a l l y  e m b e l l i sh e d  and  c o m p r e s s e d ,  ye t p o s s e s s in g
a l l  th e  e le m e n ts  of a w e l l - to ld  s to ry ,  ju s t i f i e s  o u r  p o e t 's  c la im  to  h a v e
e v o lv ed  a new  g e n re .  A f te r  r e a d in g  Jo co n d e  an d  L a  F ia n c e e  du r o i  de
G a r b e , and  c o m p a r in g  th e m  w ith  the  I ta l ia n  m o d e ls ,  one is  no lo n g e r
le f t  in  an y  doubt tha t L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  becom e, "un c o n te u r  p a r  e x c e l -  •
l e n c e " .  T he  s u c c e s s  of the C on tes  h a s  p ro v e d  the  v a l id i ty  of the
l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i e s  w hich he expounded in  the  f o r e w o rd s  and  p r e f a c e s .
l l .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 214,11. 17 9 -1 8 8 . • GL I b i d . , p .2 1 7 ,  1 .4 6 7 .
9.2.. . I b id . ,  p.  215, 11. .308 -  309.
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T h e  r e c o n s t r u c t io n  of A l a t i e l ' s  f o r m e r l y  d e te s ta b le  im a g e  in to  
one th a t  c o m m a n d s  r e s p e c t  and sy m p a th y , i r r e s p  e c t iv e  of h e r  w e a k ­
n e s s e s ,  s u g g e s ts  L a  F o n ta in e 's  m o r e  r e a l i s t i c  a t t i t u d e ,  a s  a g a in s t  
B o c c a c c ' .o 's  u n r e a l i s t i c  tendency  to co n d em n  th e  h e r o in e .  T h is  r e a l i s m  
is  s ig n if ic a n t .  It p r e p a r e s  the  g ro u n d  fo r  the  s t a t e m e n t  of o u r  p o e t 's  
p o s i t io n  on the  q u e s t io n  of c h a s t i ty  in both  m e n  an d  w o m en . If, a s  we 
s n a i l  s n o r t ly  s e e ,  he b e l ie v es  th a t  c h a s t i ty  is  an  i l lu s io n  o r  c o n t r a r y  to  
n a tu r e ,  th e n  he  h a s  to d e m o n s t r a te  th is  b e l ie f  in  h is  t a l e s ,  h e n ce  the  
r e lu c ta n c e  to  co n d em n  A la t ie l  and  the  d e l ib e r a te  e f fo r t  to  ju s t i f y  h e r  
a m o r o u s  w e a k n e s s e s .
In L a  F o n ta in e 's  h an d s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  the  I ta l ia n  t a l e s  b e c o m e  m o r e  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l ,  w ith  m o r e  fully  d ev e lo p ed  c h a r a c t e r s ,  an d  f o r m in g  a c o ­
h e re n t  a n d  e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  of the  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  p h ilo so p h y . T h i s  i s  
p ro v e d  by  th e  c lo se  a ff in ity  be tw een  the  th e m e s  a n d  p lo ts  of th*e C o n te s  
and  th o s e  of the  p o e t 's  e a r l i e r  and  ev en  l a t e r  w o r k s .  A  b r i e f  a n a ly s i s  
of th is  r e l a t io n s h ip  h e lp s  to give so m e  in s ig h t  in to  the  e s s e n t i a l  u n ity  of
L a  F o n t a i n e 's  thought. The f a r e w e l l  w hich  J o c o n d o 's  w ife b id s  h im  a t
93
the  m o m e n t  of t h e i r  s e p a ra t io n ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  r e c a l l s  th a t  of V e n u s  to  
94A d o n is ,  an d  a t  the  sam e  t im e  a n t ic ip a te s  the  su p p l ic a t io n  of th e  p r u -
95den t p ig eo n  to  h is  m a te  in the  F a b l e s . In  a w ay , the  C o n te s  f o r m  a
n e c e s s a r y  t r a n s i t i o n  f ro m  A donis  to  the  F a b le s  . A d o n is  p o r t r a y s  a
q u een  f o r c e d  aw ay  by h e r  ob lig a tio n s  f r o m  the  one she  lo v e s ;  in  Jo co n d e
th e  r o l e s  a r e  r e v e r s e d ;  i t  is  now the  h u sb an d  who le a v e s  h is  b e lo v e d
young w ife  f o r  th e  c a l l  of s ta te  duty . H e r o i s m  th u s  r e s o l v e s  in to  a n
e leg y .  It r e m a i n s  fo r  the th em  to  be t r a n s p o s e d  to  the  w o r ld  of a n im a l s
an d  to  e m b e l l i s h  i t  w ith d e ta i ls  b o r r o w e d  f r o m  th e  la m e n ta t io n s  of D ido
96in  the  f o u r th  Book of V i r g i l ' s  Æ n e id  to  a r r i v e  a t  th e  fa b le  of L e s  
D eux P i g e o n s (lX, 2) The fab le  is  th u s  l in k e d  up w ith  th e  e p ic  p o e m , 
bu t th e  p a s s a g e  f r o m  Ovid to  V irg i l  i s  on ly  p o s s ib le  th ro u g h  th e  i n t e r ­
m e d i a r y  of A r io s to .  T he  th e m e  of a b s e n c e  in  Jo c o n d e  i s  r e l a t e d  to
97th a t  of r e t r e a t ,  a l r e a d y  t r e a t e d  in l y r i c  s ty le  in  L e s  S ta n c e s  d 'H o r t e s i e .
93. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 179, I, i ,  H. 5 1 -6 8 .
94. I b i d . ,  p. 365, A d o n is , 11. 178 -198 .
95. I b i d . ,  p . 140, F a b l e s , IX, 2, 11. 5 -1 7 .  .
96. V i r g i l ,  Æ n e id ,  IV, 11. 309-311 ; C f . O vid, M e ta m o r p h o s i s ,  X, 1 1 .11 -12 .
97. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 393, L e  Songe de V a u x , II :‘'L e s  S ta n c e s
d 'H o r te s i e " .
146
T h is  i s  l in k e d  up w ith  the  opposit ion  b e tw ee n  r e s t l e s s  a m b i t io n  an d  
p ru d e n t  m o d e r a t io n ,  s t re tc h in g  f ro m  L 'E unuque  th ro u g h  A don is  to  
J o c o n d e , an d  re a c h in g  i t s  c l im a x  in th e  fa b le s  of L 'H o m m e  qui c o u r t  
a p r è s  L a  F o r tu n e  et l"H o m m e  qui l ' a t t e n d  dans  son  l i t  and  L e  B e r g e r  
e t la  m e r . T h e  d if fe ren t  th e m e s  g ro u p e d  to g e th e r  in one C onte  a r e  
o ften  w hat th e  poe t l a t e r  develops  in to  s h o r t ,  w it ty  f a b le s .  T h e  m o s t  
s t r ik in g  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of th is  tech n iq u e  is  s ee n  in  th e  su b tle  r e l a t io n s h ip  
b e tw e e n  th e  f a b le s ,  L 'H o m m e  qui c o u r t  a p r è s  la  F o r tu n e ,  e t  l 'H o m m e  
qui l ' a t t e n d  d an s  son l i t  and L e s  deux  F ig e o n s  (VII, 12; IX, 2), b o th  of 
w h ich  h av e  th e  t a le  of Joconde  a s  t h e i r  c o m m o n  a n c e s to r  o r  t h e i r  
m e e t in g  po in t .  T h e  h e ro  of the  t a l e ,  Jocondo  h im s e l f ,  h a s  to  c h o o se  
b e tw e e n  the  g la m o u r  of c o u r t  l ife  in  th e  R o y a l  P a l a c e  of L o m b a rd y  on 
th e  one h a n d  and  the  a t te n t io n  of a  lov ing  w ife , th e  p e a c e  of a  m o d e s t  
c o u n t ry  h o m e  on the  o th e r .  In  h is  ch o ice ,  he  c o m m its  th e  fo i ly  of 
aban d o n in g  th e  l a t t e r  fo r  the  f o r m e r  in p u r s u i t  of c h im e r i c a l  fo r tu n e .
In th e  F a b l e s , th e  s a m e  fo lly  i s  c o m m it te d  by  th e  m a n  who r u n s  a f t e r  
fo r tu n e  (VII, 12) and  the  im p ru d e n t  p igeon  (IX, 2). T h e  e x am p le  of 
Jo co n d e  is  j u s t  one of the  v a s t  s to ck  of c a s e s ,  of th e m e s  a n d  p lo ts ,  
h a tc h e d  in  th e  C o n te s  and d eve loped  l a t e r  in  th e  F a b l e s . B u t i t  s e r v e s  
to  show  w hat u s e  L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  of the  p ie c e s  of I ta l ia n  t a l e s  w h ic h  
he a d a p ts ,  a n d  how the  C on tes  w hich  h a s ty  c r i t i c s  c o n s id e r  a s  m e r e ,  
s e n s u a l  e s c a p a d e s ,  not only p o s s e s s  an  in te l l e c tu a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  b u t  o c c u ­
py a c e n t r a l  r a t h e r  than  a m a r g in a l  p o s i t io n  in  h i s  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n .
I t  i s  on ly  w hen  th is  fac t  is  r e c o g n iz e d  th a t  th e  e s s e n t i a l  u n i ty  a n d  c o n ­
t in u i ty  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  in te l le c tu a l  d ev e lo p m en t  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  i m p o r ­
ta n t  t r u t h s  h id d en  in  the  C on tes  c a n  be  b e t t e r  a p p r e c ia t e d .
T h e  p oe t c o v e r s  som e u n iv e r s a l  an d  v i ta l  t r u t h s  b e n e a th  th e  a p ­
p e a r a n c e s  of l ic e n t io u s n e s s  and  f r iv o l i ty .  T h i s  d ev ice  is  im i ta t e d  f r o m  
h is  R e n a i s s a n c e  m a s t e r ,  R a b e la is .  In  the  p ro lo g u e  to  th e  f i r s t  B ook  of 
G a rg a n tu a ,  R a b e la is  c o m p a r e s  h is  w o rk  to  th e  S i le n is  o r  l i t t l e  o ld  b o x e s ,  
su ch  a s  th o s e  s e e n  in  the  shops of a p o th e c a r i e s .  T h e s e  b o x es  a r e  
p a in te d  on th e  o u ts ide  w ith  w anton  to y is h  f ig u r e s  l ik e  h a r p i e s ,  s a t y r s ,  
b r id l e d  g e e s e ,  h o rn e d  h a r e s ,  sad d le d  d u c k s ,  f ly ing  g o a ts ,  t h r i l l e r  h a r t s  
and  o th e r  s i m i l a r  im a g e s  w hich e x c i te  l a u g h te r  a n d  r id i c u le .  B ut w hen  
the  b o x es  a r e  opened, they  a r e  found to  c o n ta in
98. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 123, 96, F a b le s ,  VII, 12,11. 22-32 ; IV, 2,
11. 2 1 -3 1 .
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l e s  f in e s  d ro g u e s ,  c o m m e  b a u lm e ,  a m b r e  ; g r i s ,  
a m o m o n ,  m u s c ,  z iv e t te ,  p i e r r e r i e s ,  e t a u t r e s  
c h o s e s  p r e c ie u s e s .
R a b e la i s  te ch n iq u e  of exp la in ing  h i s  a im s  and m e th o d s  to  the  r e a d e r ,  
h is  c o n c e r n  th a t  the  l a t t e r  should  d is t in g u is h  b e tw e e n  the  m o r a l  t r u t h  
w hich  h is  w o rk s  h ide  benea th  an  a p p e a r a n c e  of f r iv o l i ty ,  and  h i s  a c c e p ­
ta n c e  of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  the  t r u e  m e a n in g  of w ha t he w r i t e s ,  a r e  a l l  
im b ib e d  by  L a  F o n ta in e .  T he  l a t t e r ' s p r e f a c e s  to  th e  f i r s t  and  s e c o n d  
v o lu m e s  of C o n te s  a r e  equally  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  defin ing  th e  a e s th e t ic s  of 
the  g e n re ,  h i s  own in ten tions  and  the  g e n e r a l  t r u t h s  co n ta in ed  in  th e  
t a l e s .  T h e  ép iso d e  w ith w hich o u r  poe t i l l u s t r a t e s  h is  a r g u m e n t  on
the  i n d i s c r e t io n  of a whole g roup  of nuns  in  L 'A b b e s s e  is  d ra w n  f r o m
101R a b e la i s '  n a r r a t i v e  about the  sh eep  of P a n u r g e  in  h i s  P a n ta g r u e l
M a î t r e  F r a n ç o i s  en con te  un p la i s a n t  c a s .
A m i  l e c t e u r ,  ne te  d é p la i r a  pas  •
Si, s u r s o y a n t  m a  p r in c ip a le  h i s t o i r e ,
J e  te  r e m e t s  ce t te  ch o se  en  m é m o i r e .
B e s id e s  R a b e la is  and M on ta igne , L a  F o n ta in e  a l s o  co m b in e d
h is  I t a l i a n  s o u r c e s  w ith in s p i r a t io n  d ra w n  f r o m  o th e r  F r e n c h  w o rk s ,
n o ta b ly  L e s  C ent N o u v e lle^ n o u v e l le s , the  t a l e s  of M a r g u e r i t e  of N a v a r r e
and  B ona  v e n tu re  des  P e r i e r s .  He b o r r o w e d  n ine  t a l e s  f r o m  L e s  C en t
N o u v e l le s  n o u v e l l e s . Of th e se  the  m o s t  in t e r e s t in g  on acco u n t of i t s
ap t i l l u s t r a t i o n  of the  w a r  of in t r ig u e s  b e tw ee n  th e  s e x e s  is  L e  M a r i  
103C o n f e s s e u r  . T he o r ig in a l  v e r s io n ,  the  s e v e n ty -e ig h th  ta le  of the  
c o l le c t io n ,  n a r r a t e s  how a b eau t i fu l  h o u sew ife  d i s t r i b u t e s  h e r  f a v o u rs  
in  s u c c e s s io n  to  a  sq u ire ,  a  kn igh t and  a  p r i e s t  in  r e t u r n  f o r  so m e  
g i f t s .  W hen h e r  husband , pos ing  a s  a p r i e s t ,  d i s c o v e r s  h e r  p e r f id y  
an d  c u p id ity ,  she  t r i e s  to save  h e r  fa c e  by p re te n d in g  to  h av e  s e e n  
th ro u g h  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  t r i c k  a l l  a lo n g  and  to  h a v e  d e l ib e r a t e ly  c o n fe s s e d  
to  in f id e l i ty  m e r e l y  to m o r t i fy  h is  j e a lo u s y  a n d  s u sp ic io n .  In  a d a p ­
t in g  th i s  e p iso d e .  L a  F o n ta in e  ig n o r e s  h is  m o d e l ' s  e m p h a s i s  on the  w o ­
m a n 's  g r e e d  fo r  m a te r i a l  g if ts , and  c o n c e n t r a t e s  h i s  e f fo r t  on p ro v in g  
th a t  th e  type  of r u s e  u sed  by  the  s u sp ic io u s  h u s b a n d  to  p e n e t r a te  h i s  
w i f e 's  p r iv a te  l ife  could be a tw o -e d g e d  sw o rd .  T h u s ,  w hen  the  g u il ty
99. R a b e la i s ,  F . , Œ u v r e s ,  (ed it .  L o u is  M oland), P a r i s ,  (da te  of p u b l ic a ­
t io n  not shown), t . I ,  p .3 .
100. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 179, C o n te s , I ,  ( P r é f a c e ) .
lOlJ. R a b e la i s ,  F . , O p .C i t . ,  t . I I ,  p p . 48-50 : (L iv re  IV, c h a p t .v i i i ) .
102. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. , p 2 5 8 -59, C o n te s , IV, i i ,  11. 2 1 -2 4 , Cf. ib id .  11. 25-41
103. I b i d . ,  p. 187, C o n te s , I, iv .
1 04. Jourc |^g]^ier:^e,^^ojtjt^^rs  f r a n ç a i s  du XVIe s ie c le ,  P a r i s ,  (P le ia d e ) ,
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w ife , a p p ly in g  h e r  a d m ira b le  p r e s e n c e  of m in d ,  t u r n s  th e  w eap o n
a g a in s t  th e  d e s ig n e r  h im s e lf ,  the  l a t t e r  is  f o r c e d  to  c r y  out :
B en i  so it  D ieu i dit a lo r s  le  bon  h o m m e  ;
J e  s u is  un  so t de l ’a v o ir  s i  m a l  p r is .^® ^
T h e  id e a  th a t  in  sex u a l r e la t io n s h ip s  the  in t r i g u e r  c an  o ften  be caugh t 
in  h i s  own t r a p  i s  g iven  f u r th e r  e m p h a s i s  in  th e  s e c o n d  p a r t  of the  C o n - 
te_s_. B u t th i s  t im e ,  the  in te l le c tu a l  in s p i r a t io n  i s  d ra w n  f r o m  M a r ­
g u e r i te  de N a v a r r e .  L a  F o n ta in e ’s in d e b te d n e s s  to  h e r  w o rk  f o r  th e  d e ­
v e lo p m e n t  of h i s  sk i l l  a s  a  " c o n te u r"  i s  e x p r e s s e d  in  the  open ing  l in e s  
of L a  S e rv a n te  ju s t i f ié e  :
B o c c a c c e  n ’e s t  le  seu l qui m e  fo u rn i t :
J e  v a i s  p a r fo is  en  une a u t r e  bou tiq u e .
I l  e s t  b ie n  v r a i  que ce d iv in  e s p r i t  
P lu s  que pas  un m e  donne de p ra t iq u e :
M a is ,  c o m m e  i l  fau t m a n g e r  de p lu s  d ’un p a in .
J e  p u is e  e n c o re  en un v ie u x  m a g a s in ;  *
V ieu x , d e s  p lus  vieux, ou N o u v e l le s  n o u v e l le s .
A lthough  M a r g u e r i t e  de N a v a r r e  i s  not m e n t io n e d  h e r e  b y  n a m e ,  the
p a r t i c u l a r  t a le  in  w hich th is  a ck n o w led g em en t a p p e a r s  i s  c l e a r l y  d e f in ed
y
in  i t s  s u b - t i t l e  a s  "N ouvelle  t i r e e  d e s  c o n te s  de la  R e in e  de N a v a r r e " .
In  h e r  c o l le c t io n  of t a le s  e n ti t led  the  H e p t a m é r o n , M a r g u e r i t e  de N a v a r r e
n a r r a t e s  a s  th e  e igh th  ta le  an  ep iso d e  abou t an  u n fa ith fu l h u sb a n d  n a m e d
B o r n e t  who p lan s  to  seduce  h is  w i f e 's  m a id .  H is  w ife ,  on d is c o v e r in g
th e  p lan , c o n t r iv e s  to exchange p la c e s  w ith  th e  m a id .  U nknow ingly , th e
in t r ig u in g  h u sb a n d  not only en joys the  f a v o u rs  of th e  su p p o se d  m a id ,  b u t
in v i te s  h i s  f r i e n d  to s h a re  in  the  s p o r t ,  only  to  d i s c o v e r ,  to  h is  own
107co n fu s io n  an d  d is m a y ,  th a t  he h a s  p r o s t i tu te d  h i s  own w ife .  C o n v e r te d
in to  th e  t a l e .  L e s  Q u ip ro q u o , the  ep iso d e  i s  u s e d  b y  L a  F o n ta in e  to
s t r e s s  th e  f a c t  th a t  r e s o r t  to r u s e s  an d  in t r ig u e s  of th i s  n a tu r e  c an  a c t
a s  a  b o o m e ra n g .  M ore  often  than  not, i t  m a k e s  th e  i n t r i g u e r  a  v ic t im
of h is  own m a c h in a t io n s .  .
^108
L 'é p o u x  v it  b ien  q u 'i l  f a l la i t  ê t r e  s a g e .
105. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p . 187, C on tes  , I, iv , 11. 4 4 -4 5 .
106. I b i d . , pp. 203 -204 , C o n te s , II, v i ,  IL  1 -7 .
107. M a r g u e r i t e  d 'A ngou lêm e , L 'H e p ta m é ro n ,  D es  N o u v e l le s  de t r è s - h a u t e
e t  t r è s - i l l u s t r e  p r in c e s s e  M a r g u e r i t e  d 'A n g o u lê m e ,  R oyne  de 
N a v a r r e ,  N ouvelle  éd ition , pub liée  d 'a p r e s  l e  te x te  d e s  M a n u s c r i t s  
av ec  d e s  n o te s  e t  une n o tic e  p a r  P .  L .  J a c o b ,  P a r i s ,  (Adolphe 
D e lah a ÿ s ) ,  1876, p. 50.
108. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 295, C o n te s , V, v i i i ,  1 .176 .
149
T h e  l a s t  but no t the  l e a s t  of the  e a r l y  F r e n c h  s t o r y - t e l l e r s ,  to  
w hom  o u r  p oe t w as  indeb ted  fo r  i n s p i r a t io n  in  th e  C o n te s , i s  B o n a v e n -  
t u r e  d e s  P e r i e r s .  The l a t t e r ' s  w o rk  e n t i t le d  N o u v e l le s  R e c r e a t io n s  e t 
j 9y9 y ^^ , i n s p i r e d  th r e e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  t a l e s  : L e  F a i s e u r  d 'O r e i l l e s
^ G a sc o n  puni (II, x ii i)  and  L e s  L u n e t te s  (IV, x i i ) .  T h e  l a s t -  
n a m e d  t a le ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  p ro v id e s  the  poe t w ith  one of the  h a r d - h i t t i n g  
s a t i r e s  d i r e c t e d  a g a in s t  m e m b e r s  of the  c l e r g y  and  n u n s  in  th e  f o u r th  
p a r t  of th e  C onte  s . In  the  o r ig in a l  v e r s io n ,  a  s e n s u a l  young m a n ,  d i s ­
g u ised  a s  a nun , p e n e t r a te s  the  conven t w h e re  he  a m u s e s  h im s e l f  w ith  
th e  l o v e - s t a r v e d  n u n s .  S uspec ting  so m e th in g  u n u su a l  abou t the  w ho le  
p la c e ,  th e  m o t h e r  s u p e r io r  su b je c ts  the  nuns to  a  p h y s ic a l  e x a m in a t io n ,  
d u r in g  w h ich  e a c h  of th e m  p r e s e n t s  h e r s e l f  in  the  nude b e fo re  th e  
s u p e r i o r .  T he  w olf am ong  th e  fo ld , f o r e - w a r n e d ,  t i e s  h i s  g e n i ta ls  to  
h i s  la p  w ith  a  ro p e  in  o r d e r  to  e s c a p e  d e te c t io n .  B u t  a t  th e  <gight of 
so m a n y  nude b e a u t i e s  p a ra d in g  b e fo re  h im ,  h e  h a s  a  p o w erfu l  e r e c t i o n  
w h ich  s p l i t s  th e  ro p e  and  r e l e a s e s  h i s  s e x u a l  o rg a n .  T h e  l a t t e r ,  on
acc o u n t  of th e  fo r c e  w ith  w hich it b r e a k s  lo o s e ,  h i t s  th e  s p e c ta c le s  of
109th e  m o t h e r  s u p e r io r  a s  she bends  low  to  e x am in e  th e  you th .
W hat i n t e r e s t s  L a  F o n ta in e  in  th i s  m o d e l  i s  th e  fa c t  th a t  n a tu r e  
fo l lo w s  i t s  c o u r s e .  T he  b eau ty  of th e  f e m a le  body  i s  d e s ig n e d  b y  n a t u r e  
to  a t t r a c t  th e  m a le .  It w ould have  b e e n  u n n a tu ra l  o r  a b n o rm a l ,  i f  th e  
youth fa i le d  to  r e a c t  in  the  face  of so m u c h  p h y s ic a l  b e au ty ,  d is p la y e d  
by  n a k ed  w om en , fo r ,  a s  the  poet h im s e l f  p u ts  i t ,  n o t e v en  s a in t s  an d  
a n g e ls  cou ld  have  b e en  in se n s i t iv e  to  su ch  a n  a t t r a c t i o n  :
. . . . . . . .  A m e n e z -m o i  d e s  s a in ts ;
A m e n e z - m o i ,  s i  vous v o u lez ,  d e s  a n g e s ;
J e  l e s  t i e n d r a i  c r e a t u r e s  é t r a n g e s
Si v in g t non n a in s , t e l l e s  q u 'o n  le s  v i t  a -jp js .
Ne fon t t r o u v e r  a l e u r  e s p r i t  un  c o r p s .
F o r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  the  r e s i s t i n g  of le g i t im a te  n a tu r a l  im p u l s e s  o r  a t t e m p ­
t in g  to  s u p p r e s s  th e m  is  the  h e ig h t  of h y p o c r i s y .  T h e  e f fo r t  m a d e  in
th i s  d i r e c t io n  is  a s  fu ti le  a s  i t  is  v a in ,  f o r  n a tu r e  i s  so p o w erfu l  th a t
i t  m u s t  u l t im a te ly  t r iu m p h  o v e r  m a n - m a d e  o b s ta c le s  to  the n a tu r a l  f i i l-  
£Lmei± of i t s  la w s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  w ith  r e g a r d  to  s e x u a l  d e s i r e s .  T h is  i s
109. D es  P e r i e r s ,  J e a n  B o n av en tu re ,  N o u v e lle s  R e c r e a t io n s  e t  jo y eu x
d e v is ,  ( é d i t io n L o u is  L a c o u r ) ,  P a r i s ,  1874, 1 .1, p . 8 .
110. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p p . 276 -77 , C o n te s  , IV, x i i ,  11. 89 -9 3 .
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t r u e  of bo th  s e x e s ,  c o n t r a r y  to  th e  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  id e a s  of p la to n ic  
love  o r  " a m o u r  c o u r to i s " .  It i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e s e  t a l e s  th a t  the  
p oe t c l e v e r ly  b r in g s  out the  c o n t r a s t  th a t  i s  in h e r e n t  in  th e  co n ce p t  of 
w om anhood  h e ld  in  h is  epoch . It w as  b e l ie v e d  by  a  l a r g e  s e c t io n  of 
the  pub lic  th a t  w om en  a r e  e s s e n t ia l ly  p u re ,  lo f ty  an d  p la to n ic a l ly  i n ­
c l in e d  in  t h e i r  r e la t io n s h ip  with m e n .  T h e  C o n tes  te n d  to  p ro v e  th a t  
th i s  co n ce p t  o f  w om anhood  is  a m is ta k e n  one, and  th a t  w o m en , th o u g h  
th e y  s u c c e e d  b e t t e r  than  m o s t  m e n  in  h id ing  th e i r  t r u e  f e e l in g s ,  a r e  
g e n e r a l ly  a s  lu s t fu l  a s  m e n .  T he f o r c e  of the  s e x u a l  im p u ls e  in  w o m e n ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  w hen  a  d e l ib e ra te  a t te m p t  i s  m a d e  to  s u p p r e s s  th e  u r g e ,  i s  
f u r t h e r  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in  M azet de L a m p o r e c h io , a d a p te d  f r o m  B o c c a c c io ,  
H e r e ,  a  v i l la g e  r u s t i c ,  p re te n d in g  to  be ^  d u m b -.  _ s e c u r e s  h im s e l f  
the  p o s t  of g a r d e n e r  in  a convent of n u n s .  He i s  q u ick ly  se d u c e d  b y  
th e  l a t t e r  who co m p ete  am ong th e m s e lv e s  f o r  th e  r ig h t  to  have» h im  
f i r s t  a s  a  bed fe llow , thus  p ro v in g  th a t
L e  v o ile  n 'e s t  le  r e m p a r t  le  p lus  s û r
C o n tre  l ' a m o u r ,  ni le  m o in s  a c c e s s ib l e .
A lth o u g h  th e  C o n te s  p r e s e n t  the  a p p e a ra n c e  of a  u s e l e s s  c o l le c t io n  of 
f r iv o lo u s  t a l e s ,  th e y  a r e  bound to g e th e r  by  a  c l e a r - c u t  p h i lo so p h y  w h ich  
r u n s  th ro u g h  a l l  the  t a l e s ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  th e  s e x u a l  a c t s  of th e  c h a r a c ­
t e r s  sh o u ld  n o t s u r p r i s e  anyone. T he  u rg e  to  love  i s  a  l e g i t im a te  
n a tu r a l  im p u ls e  w hich  should  not be  s t i f le d ,  f o r  the  m o r e  one t r i e s  to  
s u p p r e s s  th i s  u rg e  the  m o r e  in te n s e  the  d e s i r e  to  obey  n a tu r e  g ro w s .  
D e s i r e  i s  th e  ch ild  of c o n s t r a in t  :
T e n ta t io n ,  f i l le  d 'O is iv e te ,
Ne m a n q u e  pas  d 'a g i r  de son  cô te;
P u i s  le  D é s i r ,  enfant de l a  C o n t ra in te .
W hen R ic h a rd ,  th e  h e r o  of L e  C a le n d r i e r  d e s  V i e i l l a r d s , b y  fo llo w in g  
th e  c a le n d a r  of th e  fe a s t  days of the  C h u rc h ,  r e s t r i c t s  th e  s a t i s f a c t io n  
of th e  s e x u a l  d e s i r e s  of h is  wife to  ju s t  fo u r  b r i e f  p e r io d s  in  a  y e a r ,  h e  
f o r c e s  th e  young w om an  to  su ccu m b  to  the  s e x u a l  p o te n ce  of a  h a n d so m e  
young p i r a t e  n a m e d  P a  g am in . W hen th e  l a t t e r  g iv e s  h e r  th e  op tion  of 
r e m a in in g  w ith  h im  in  the  sh ip  o r  r e tu r n in g  to  h e r  l e g i t im a te  h iisband , 
she d en o u n ces  the  a r t i f i c i a l  im p o ten ce  of the  l a t t e r  an d  c h o o se s  to  r e ­
m a in  w ith  th e  p i r a t e ,  in  sp ite  of the  r i c h e s  w h ich  h e r  h u sb an d  p la c e s
111. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 2 2 2 -23 , C o n t e s , 11, xv i ,  11 .1 -2 .
112. I b id . ,  11. 2 2 -2 4 .
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a t  h e r  d i s p o s a l .  To the  p i r a t e ' s  p ro p o s a l  she  r e p l i e s  :
J ' a i  p r i s  m a r i  qui pou r tou te  ch an so n  
N 'a  j a m a i s  eu que s e s  j o u r s  de f e r i e ;
M ais  P a g a m in ,  s i tô t  q u 'i l  m 'e u t  r a v ie .
Me su t  d o n n e r  b ien  une a u t r e  le ç o n .
J ' a i  p lu s  a p p r i s  des  c h o se s  de la  v ie  
D ep u is  deux  jo u rs  q u 'en  q u a t r e  a n s  a v e c  v o u s .
L a i s s e z - m o i  donc. M o n s ie u r  m o n  c h e r  époux;
S u r  m o n  r e to u r  n ' i n s i s t e z  d a v an ta g e .
C a l e n d r i e r s  ne sont point en  u sag e  
C hez  P a g a m in ,  je  vous en  a v e r t i s .
In  th is  s e n s e ,  the  C ontes  of L a  F o n ta in e  a r e  an  o b je c t iv e  a p p r a i s a l  of
the  f a c t s  of n a tu r e  and a p lea  th a t  i t s  l e g i t im a te  im p u ls e s  sh o u ld  be
obeyed , p ro v id e d  th a t  m o d e ra t io n  is  o b s e r v e d .  Of th e s e  im p u ls e s  th e
s t r o n g e s t  an d  the  m o s t  dom inan t,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  you th , i s  th e  u r g e  to
lo v e .  T h a t  i s ,  th e  d e s i r e  to  have  a  s ex u a l  r e l a t i o n  w ith  a  p e r s o n  of
the o p p o s ite  s ex .  No m a t t e r  w hat is  done to  d iv e r t  th i s  u rg e  jErom i t s
n o r m a l  c o u r s e ,  n a tu re  w ill  in  the  end  have  i t s  w a y  in  one  f o r m  o r  th e
o th e r .  I t  i s  no  w o n d e r ,  th e r e f o r e ,  th a t  the  poe t i n s i s t s  in  th e  p r e f a c e
of the  t a l e s  of 1665, th a t  by  te l l in g  the  s t o r i e s  in  the  w ay  h e  d o e s ,  h e
h a s  done no in ju s t ic e  w h a tso e v e r  to  any  s e x .  H e i s  s im p ly  b e in g
r a t io n a l  an d  n a tu r a l ,  t r u e  to h im s e l f  and  to  th e  f a c t s  of l i f e .  T h u s
p a r e n t s  g iv ing  t h e i r  d a u g h te rs  in m a r r i a g e  h av e  s o m e th in g  to  l e a r n  f r o m
th e  C o n tes  in  the  s am e  way th a t  p ro s p e c t iv e  h u s b a n d s  an d  w iv e s  h a v e .
T h e y  shou ld  a l l  r e a l i z e  th a t  p h y s ic a l  c o m p a t ib i l i ty  d e s e r v e s  a s  m u c h
c o n s id e r a t io n  a s  the  dow ry  and o th e r  m a t t e r s .  A t  th i s  s ta g e ,  i t  i s  e a s y
to  see  th a t  the  s t o r y - t e l l e r ,  who e a r l i e r  on d en ied  m o r a l  in v o lv e m e n t
in  the  C o n te s , a n d  avow ed th a t  h is  so le  a im  i s  to  a m u s e  th e  r e a d e r  w ith
w e l l - to ld  s t o r i e s ,  w as  m e r e ly  h id in g  h is  t r u e  o b je c t iv e  u n d e r  s tu d ie d
I
n o n c h a la n c e .  A t l a s t ,  the  C on tes  have  shown t h e m s e lv e s  c a p a b le  of 
s t im u la t in g  bo th  p le a s u r e  and s e r io u s  though t.
We t h e r e f o r e  d a re  to  s ta te  th a t  in  sp i te  of th e  l i c e n t io u s  c h a r a c ­
t e r  of th e  C o n te s , they  a r e ,  on th e  w hole , fo r w a r d - lo o k in g  a n d  th o u g h t-  
p ro v o k in g .  T h e y  r e v e a l  L a  F o n ta in e 's  m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e  t o w a r d s  w o m e n  in  
g e n e r a l .  H is  a p p ro a ch  to love and  h is  obv ious  a d o r a t io n  of th e  f a i r  s e x  
in  t h e i r  p h y s ic a l  r e a l i ty  a r e  opposed  to  the  id e a l i s t i c  c o n ce p t  of s e l f -
113. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 208 -210 , C o n te s , II ,  v i i i ,  11. 2 1 4 -2 2 3 .
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a b n e g a t io n .  F o r  the  poet, the  t r u e  end  of love  is  i t s  p h y s ic a l  c o n s u m ­
m a t io n ,  not a  s i tu a t io n  in  w hich  the  lo v e r  g a ze s  e c s t a t i c a l l y  upon  h is  
" u n to u c h a b le "  m i s t r e s s  a s  though she w e re  s u p e r n a tu r a l .  To  th i s  end , 
the  h e r o e s  and  h e r o in e s  of the  C o n tes  a r e  c r e a t u r e s  of f l e s h  an d  b lo o d  
r a t h e r  th a n  s y m b o ls  of 'some h ig h e r ,  a b s t r a c t  q u a l i ty  of the  s p i r i t .
T h e  p o e t  r a r e l y  condem ns  the  p h y s ic a l  union  of peop le  who a r e  in  lo v e ,  
f o r  he  b e l ie v e s  th a t  copu la t ion  is  a  p le a s u r a b le  a c t iv i ty ,  s a n c t io n e d  by  
n a t u r e .  Yet th e  a c tu a l  descrip tions of love s c e n e s  a r e ,  on the  w ho le , 
s ty l iz e d  and  r e m a r k a b ly  a s t r in g e n t ,  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e  i s  £ i r s t  a n d  f o r e ­
m o s t  a  m a g n i f ic e n t  s t o r y - t e l l e r ,  who r e a l i z e s  th a t  th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  
in g r e d ie n t s  of a  good s to ry  a r e  a  l iv e ly  and  e loquen t s ty le ,  an  i n t e r e s t  
t in g  p lo t  an d  c h a r a c t e r s  who can  be  in s ta n t ly  v i s u a l i z e d  in  th e  m in d  of 
th e  r e a d e r .
T h e  m e r i t  of the  C on tes  l i e s  in  the  ju d ic io u s  combinaTtion of 
th i s  a r t i s t i c  a p p e a l  w ith  the  s t im u la t io n  of tho u g h t.  A s  we h a v e  a l r e a d y  
n o te d ,  th e  t a l e s  i l lu s t r a t e  in  a  h u m o ro u s  and d e l ic a te  m a n n e r  th e  c e a s e ­
l e s s  c o n f l ic t  of the  se x e s  in  w hich th e  m a in  w eap o n s  on e i th e r  s id e  a r e  
d e c e i t ,  in t r ig u e  and  su b te r fu g e .  It c an  be s e e n  f r o m  th i s  th a t  th e  p o e t 's  
a t t i tu d e  in  th e  C on tes  i s  b a s e d  upon th r e e  m a in  p r o p o s i t io n s  w h ich  he  
s e t  out to  d e m o n s t r a t e  in  an  a g r e e a b le  m a n n e r  : s e x u a l  r e l a t i o n s h ip s  a r e  
b a s e d  on co n flic t;  th is  con flic t  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  in  the  f o r m  of i n t r ig u e s  
and  c o u n te r - p lo t s ;  such  p lo ts  and  r u s e s  a r e  d o u b le -e d g e d  a n d  c a n  o f ten  
t u r n  in to  b o o m e r a n g s .  N ative  cunning, m a in ta in s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  s o m e ­
t i m e s  t r i u m p h s ,  but w h e re  i t  f a i l s ,  the  p a r t i e s  c o n c e rn e d  sh o u ld  b u r y  
the  h a tc h e t  and  e n d eav o u r  to  a c c e p t  th e  in e v i ta b le .
N  -V  .S 'a c c o m m o d e r  a  tou t e s t  ch o se  n é c e s s a i r e ;
Ce q u 'o n  ne v o u d ra i t  p a s ,  souven t i l  le  fau t  f a i r e ;
Q uand  i l  p la i t  au. d e s t in  que l 'o n  en  v ien n e  la ,
A u g m e n te r  sa  so u ffran ce  e s t  une e r r e u r  e x t r e m e .
T he  id ea  f i r s t  m o o te d  in Jo c o n d e , to  the  e ffec t  th a t  th e  l e s s  n o is e  ' one
m a k e s  abou t c e r t a in  in e v itab le  s i tu a t io n s  in  l ife  th e  b e t t e r ,  i s  once  m o r e
 ^ 115
r e c a l l e d  h e r e .  B ut i t  i s  in  L a  Coupe e n c h a n te e an d  p a r t i c u l a r l y
in  P a t e  d ' an g u il le  th a t  the  poet t u r n s  i t  in to  a n  e th ic a l  p r in c ip le  :
B ien  so t de f a i r e  un b ru i t  s i  g ra n d  
P o u r  une chose  s i  com m une  1 °
114. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 216, C o n te s , 11, x iv , 11. 3 8 6 -389 .
115. Ib id . p. 230, III, iv, 11. 1 -2 .
116. I b id . ,  p . 258, IV, i i ,  11. 33 -34 .
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A t th e  s a m e  t im e  th a t  the  s p i r i t  of the  C o n tes  s u g g e s t s  p ru d e n t  s u b ­
m i s s i o n  to  the  in e v itab le ,  i t  le a d s  the  r e a d e r  to  s e e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  
th e  c a s e  of L a  F ia n c e e  du ro i  de G a r b e , how an  e m b a r r a s s i n g l y
se d u c t iv e  b e a u ty  could b eco m e  not only  a  v ic t im  of h e r  own c h a r m s
b u t,  l ik e  H e len  of T ro y ,  the  c a u se  of w a r s  and  the  r u in  of n a t io n s .
Ce ch an g em en t de f a v o r is  
D ev in t a l ' in fa n te  une peine:
E l le  eu t r e g r e t  d 'ê t r e  l 'H e lè n e
D 'u n  s i  g ra n d  n o m b re  de P a r i s .
C o m m en tin g  on the  a r t i s t i c ,  l i t e r a r y  and in te l l e c tu a l  m e r i t s  of 
th e  C o n te s  , P i e r r e  B ay le  w r i te s  :
A v ec  la  p e r m is s io n  de c eu x  qui m e t te n t  l 'a n t iq u i té  
s i  a u - d e s s u s  de n o t re  s ie c le ,  nous  d i ro n s  ic i  
f r a n c h e m e n t ,  q u ’en  ce g e n re  de c o m p o s i t io n ,  n i  
l e s  G r e c s ,  n i  le s  R o m a in s ,  n 'o n t  r i e n  p ro d u i t  qui 
s o i t  de l a  fo r c e  des  C on tes  de M . de L a  F o n ta in e ,  $ 
e t je  ne  s a is  co m m en t nous  f e r io n s  p o u r  m o d é r e r  
l e s  t r a n s p o r t s  et l e s  e x ta s e s  de M M . l e s  h u m a n is t e s ,  
s ' i l s  a v a ie n t  a c o m m e n te r  un a n c ie n  a u te u r ,  qu i eû t 
dép loyé  au tan t  de f in e s s e  d 'e s p r i t ,  a u ta n t  de b e a u té s  
n a t u r e l l e s ,  au tan t  de c h a r m e s  v ifs  e t  p iq u a n ts ,  que 
l 'o n  en  t ro u v e  dans  ce l i v r e - c i .
T h e  s ig n if ic a n c e  of B ayle  's  o b s e r v a t io n  c an  be  a p p r e c ia t e d  in  the  l ig h t
of th e  r e f le c t io n s  of th a t  no ted  c r i t i c  and  s t o r y - t e l l e r ,  P a u l  -P h i l ip p e
G udin . T h e  l a t t e r  d e s c r ib e s  the  w r i t in g  of t a l e s  a s  "une  m a n i è r e  de
f a i r e  a v ec  v é r i t é  l 'h i s t o i r e  du m e n s o n g e " .  H e a d d s  :
C e t te  e n t r e p r i s e  e s t  p e u t - ê t r e  p lu s  e ten d u e  que 
v ous  ne le  c ro y e z  : e l le  ex ige  de l 'é r u d i t io n ,  du  goût, 
de l ' im a g in a t io n ;  q u a l i té s  dont la  re u n io n  e s t  a u s s i  
r a r e  q u 'e l l e  e s t  p r e c ie u s e .
T h i s  op in ion  of a  r e s p e c te d  " c o n te u r"  and  c r i t i c  g iv e s  an  id e a  of L a
F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  and in te l le c tu a l  p e r s o n a l i t y  now  th a t  h e  h a s  b e c o m e
"un c o n te u r  p a r  e x c e l le n c e " .  H is  C on tes  w e re  un ique  in  t h e i r  t im e  and
in d e ed ,  a t  a l l  t im e s .  N othing qu ite  l ik e  th e m  h a d  b e e n  s e e n  p r i o r  to
t h e i r  p u b l ic a t io n ,  and  noth ing  in  th e  g e n re  of t a l e s  h a s  e v e r  s u c c e e d e d
in  a p p ro a c h in g  th e i r  enchan ting  c o m b in a tio n  of w it, e r o t i c i s m ,  l y r i c i s m
and  c h a r m .  One h as  only to  r e a d  A r io s to ,  B o c c a c c io  o r  the  o th e r
117. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 218, C o n te s , II , x iv ,  11 .613 -616 .
118. B ay le ,  P . ,  R épublique  des  L e t t r e s ,  P a r i s ,  a v r i l ,  1685,
t .  I l l ,  p. 435.
119. Qj,udin, P a u l - P h i l i p p e ,  C o n te s ,  p r é c é d é s  de  r e c h e r c h e s  s u r
l 'o r ig in e  des  c o n tes ,  P a r i s ,  (Dabin), 1804, p . l .
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s o u r c e s  u s e d  by  the  poet, to be s t r u c k  by the d i f f e r e n c e .  T h e  a c c o m ­
p l i s h m e n t  of th is  t a s k  is  a s u re  e v id en ce  of h is  in te l l e c tu a l  g ro w th .
W ith th e  b r i l l i a n t  fo r m u la t io n  of the  th e o ry  of C o n te s , th e
s p e c t a c u l a r  s u c c e s s  of ^he t a l e s  th e m s e lv e s ,  and  the  i n c r e a s in g  d e b a te
!
w hich  th e y  s t im u la te d  in  l i t e r a r y  c i r c l e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  now  b e c o m e  
a l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i s t  of fam e , an  a n a ly s t  of d e l ic a te  h u m a n  e m o tio n s  a n d , 
above  a l l ,  a  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  a u th o r ,  engag ing  th e  a t te n t io n  of th e  l i t e r a r y  
w o r ld .  T h e  s k i l l  and  s ty l is t ic  d e v ic e s ,  d ev e lo p ed  th u s  f a r ,  w i l l  now  
be  d ep lo y ed  in  the  m o s t  a m b it io u s  v e n tu re  ye t of a l l  h i s  c a r e e r ,  n a m e l y  
th e  F a b l e s .
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3. T h e  C o n cep tio n  of the  V e r s e  F a b le .
A t the  s a m e  t im e  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i e s  w e r e  
g r a d u a l ly  evo lv ing , he w as a lso  a c q u i r in g  a lo t  of id e a s  on a lm o s t  
e v e r y  a s p e c t  of national, l i fe ,  s o c ia l ,  p o l i t ic a l ,  r e l ig io u s ,  p h ilo so p h ica l ,  
in d e ed  on an y  a s p e c t  of l ife  th a t  cou ld  p o s s ib ly  be a  s u b je c t  of p o e t ic  
m e d i ta t io n .  T h e r e  w as n a tu ra l ly  a  d e s i r e  to  c o m m u n ic a te  th e s e  id e a s  
to  h is  r e a d e r s .  But the  m a in  p ro b le m  h e r e  w as  th a t  w hat w ould  b e s t  
co n v ey  th e  id e a s ,  th a t  i s ,  p r o s e ,  w a s  no t n e c e s s a r i l y  the  m o s t  a r t i s t i c  
g e n re  fo r  a  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t  such  a s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  H e p ro b a b ly  c o n s id e r e d  
th e  g e n re  of p r o s e  e s s a y ,  i n t e r s p e r s e d  w ith  v e r s e ,  w h ich  h e  h a d  a l ­
r e a d y  t r i e d  out in  Le  Songe de V aux . B oth  M on ta igne  and  R a b e la i s  h a d  
e a r l i e r  show n p r o s e  e s s a y  a s  the  n o r m a l  m e d iu m  of e x p r e s s in g  e n c y ­
c lopaed ic  though t,  f o r  i t s  q u a l i t ie s  of c l a r i t y  an d  s u c c in c tn e s s  m a k e  i t
«
v e r y  s u i ta b le .  B u t then , p h i lo so p h ic a l  p r o s e  w ould  be  m o r e  i n f o r m a ­
t iv e  th a n  r i c h  in  a r t i s t i c  e ffec t .  W hat L a  F o n ta in e  w a n te d  w a s  a  g e n re  
w h ich  w ould  p la ce  the  ad v an tag es  of h i s  poe tic  s k i l l  a t  th e  s e r v i c e  of 
id e a s .  T h e  m o r e  a r t i s t i c a l l y  id e a s  a r e  e x p r e s s e d  th e  m o r e  e f fe c t iv e  
th e y  a r e  l ik e ly  to  b e .  T h u s  id e a s  an d  a r t  w ould  e n r ic h  and  f e r t i l i z e  
e a c h  o th e r .  I t  w as  to  th is  end  th a t  the  poe t c o n te m p la te d  th e  c r e a t i o n  
of th e  v e r s e  fa b le .
T h e  l a t t e r  w as conce ived  a s  a g e n re  w h ich  w ould  a t  th e  s a m e  
t im e  b e  w it ty ,  l iv e ly ,  poe tic  a s  w e ll  a s  in fo r m a t iv e .  T h e  1 7 th - c e n tu r y  
F r e n c h  p ub lic  de lig h ted  in in s t r u c t iv e ,  p ithy  a n e c d o te s  a s  m u c h  a s  th e y  
a d m i r e d  the  s e r m o n s  of B os su e t  o r  the  M axim ^ of L a  R o ch e fo u c a u ld .
In  f a c t ,  a ro u n d  1644, th e r e  w e re  s e v e r a l  F r e n c h  t r a n s l a t i o n s  of the  
ap o lo g u es  of th e  O r ie n ta l  fa b u l is t ,  P i l p a i ,  the  m o s t  p o p u la r  of w h ich  
w as  th e  e d i t io n  o r  co lle c t io n  e n t i t le d  L e  L iv r e  d e s  l u m i è r e s  ou la  c o n ­
d u ite  d e s  r o i s , pu b lish ed  in  1644. B e tw een  1610 an d  1644, A ud in , 
B o i s s a r t  and  N ev e le t  a lso  p u b lish ed  a d a p ta t io n s  of Æ s o p ' s  f a b l e s ,  w h ile  
M en ag e  an d  o th e r  w r i t e r s  c o m p o se d  fa b le s  in  L a t in  v e r s e .  B u t no 
s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  poet had  ye t c o m p o se d  an y  f a b le s  in  F r e n c h  v e r s e  ■ 
in  qu ite  th e  s a m e  w ay a s  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  s h o r t ly  to  do.
H aving  th u s  s e n s e d  " le  gout du s i e c le " ,  th e  p o e t  c a r e f u l ly  
s u rv e y e d  the  s i tu a t io n  and m a d e  a  n u m b e r  of d e d u c t io n s .  F i r s t l y ,  h is  
fu tu r e  a s  a l i t e r a r y  m a n  lay  in  the  d e v e lo p m en t  of a n  u n a p p ro p r ia te d
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g e n re  w h ich  w ould  be m o re  r e s p e c ta b le ,  th a t  i s ,  l e s s  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  
th a n  th e  C o n te s  , but w hich he cou ld  c u l t iv a te  a s  h i s  own s p e c ia l i ty  
w ith  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  and sk i l l  a c q u i r e d  f r o m  w o rk in g  on the  t a l e s .
Second ly , no c o n te m p o ra r y  poet h ad  yet c o m p o se d  an y  f a b le s  in  F r e n c h  
v e r s e .  The fa b le ,  a lthough u sed  by  m o r a l i s t s  an d  p h i lo s o p h e r s  a s  a  
m e d iu m  f o r  i l lu s t r a t in g  id e a s ,  had  n e v e r  b e e n  c o n s id e r e d  a s  a  l i t e r a r y  
g e n re  e i t h e r  in  c l a s s i c a l  an tiq u ity  o r  in  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r a n c e .
It  w as  m e r e l y  r e g a r d e d  a s  a r h e t o r i c a l  d ev ice ,  s i m i l a r  to  a  p r o v e r b  
o r  an  a l l e g o r y .  T h u s  the  c o n te m p la te d  v e r s e  fa b le  w ould  be  a  v i r g i n  
f ie ld  fo r  a n y  a s p i r in g  poet w ith  the  a p p r o p r ia te  s k i l l  to  c u l t iv a te  i t .  
F in a l ly ,  th e  n a tu r e  of the g e n re  su i te d  the  p o e t 's  t e m p e r a m e n t  and  s k i l l  
a t  te l l in g  ...simple, s h o r t  s t o r i e s  in  v e r s e .  T h e s e  c o n s id e r a t io n s  an d  
m a n y  o th e r s  l e d  L a  F o n ta in e  to t r y  h is  h and  a t  v e r s i f y in g  in  F r e n c h  
the  fa b le s  a d a p te d  f r o m  Æ s o p ,  P h a e d ru s  and  P i lp a i ,  l i t t l e  r e a l i z in g  
how q u ic k ly  th i s  v e n tu re  would im m o r ta l i z e  h i s  g e n iu s .
A s  in  the  c a s e  of the  C o n te s , th e  in f lu e n c e s  th a t  c o n t r ib u te d  to  
the  fo r m a t io n  and  deve lopm en t of h i s  th in k in g  on th e  con tem pla ted"^gen re  
a r e  r e v e a l e d  in  th e  p re fa c e  to  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b l e s .  T h is  p r e ­
fa c e  p la c e s  the  F a b le s  u nder  the  p a t ro n a g e  of fo u r  e m in e n t  f ig u r e s  of 
an tiq u i ty ,  c o r r e s p o n d in g  to  the  m a in  s o u r c e s  f r o m  w h ich  th e  poe t d r e w  
in s p i r a t io n  : - ■  ^  ^\   ^-y ' ' ; {' '
A  p e in e  l e s  fa b le s  q u ’on a t t r ib u e  a  E s o p e  v i r e n t  le  -
■ jo u r ,  que S o c r a t e .9 t ro u v a  a  p ro p o s  de l e s  h a b i l l e r  .. 
des  l iv i îe s  des  m u s e s .  . .D u  te m p s  d 'E s o p e ,  l a  fa b le  
é ta i t  co n tée  s im p le m e n t ,  la  m o r a l i t é  s e p a r e e ,  e t  
to u jo u r s  en  su i te .  P h è d r e  e s t  venu , qui n ' e s t  p a s  
a s s u j e t t i  à  ce t o r d r e  : i l  e m b e l l i t  la  n a r r a t i o n ,  e t  , _ 
t r a n s p o r t e  que lquefo is  la  m o r a l i t é  de la  f in  a u  c o m ­
m e n c e m e n t .  Quand i l  s e r a i t  n é c e s s a i r e  de lu i  t r o u v e r  
p la c e ,  je  ne m anque  à ce p r é c e p te  que p o u r  en  o b s e r v e r  
un qui n ' e s t  pas  m o in s  im p o r ta n t .  C 'e s t  H o r a c e  qui 
n ous  le  donne.
It i s  d i s c e r n ib l e  f ro m  th is  quo ta tion  th a t  the  c r e d i t  f o r  m o s t  of the  
th e m e s  an d  p lo ts  of the  fab le s  goes to  Æ s o p ;  the  id e a  of v e r s i f y in g  
the  a p o lo g u es  b e longs  to S o c ra te s ;  the  p o e tic  a r t  is  im i ta t e d  f r o m  H o ra c e ;
120. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 6 6 - 6 8 , F a b l e s ,  ( P r é f a c e  de 1668).
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w h ile  the  te ch n iq u e  of m an ip u la t in g  and  h u m a n iz in g  the  c h a r a c t e r s  an d  
m o r a l  of th e  fa b le s  is  b o r ro w e d  f r o m  P h a e d ru s .
O p in ions  d iffe r  w ide ly  a s  to  how m a n y  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  f a b le s
a r e  i n s p i r e d  by  P h a e d ru s .  The m o s t  r e c e n t  e s t i m a te  by  P i e r r e  B o r -
n e cq u e  p u ts  th e  n u m b e r  a t  f if ty  out of a  to ta l  of ab o u t tw o h u n d re d  a n d  
121
f o r ty  f a b l e s .  But the  in fluence  of P h a e d ru s  on th e  fo r m a t io n  of th e  
poet s th in k in g  on fa b le s  is  too c o n s id e ra b le  to  be m e a s u r e d  in  t e r m s  
of th e  n u m b e r  of fa b le s  d i r e c t ly  im i ta t e d  f r o m  h im .  T h e  L a t in  f a b u ­
l i s t  in f lu e n c e d  L a  F o n ta in e  in  m o r e  w ay s  th a n  m e r e l y  supp ly ing  h im  
w ith  b a r e  p lo ts  and  th e m e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  cou ld  n o t  h a v e ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  
f a i l e d  to  ta k e  n o te  of h is  m o d e l 's  e le g a n c e  and  p u r i t y  of s ty le ,  h i s  p r e ­
c i s io n  and  h i s  i r o n ic a l  w it.
L e s  m e i l l e u r s  c r i t iq u e s  s 'a c c o r d è r e n t  a  d i r e  que 
P h e d r e ,  p a r  son e leg a n c e ,  sa  p u r e té ,  s a  p r é c i s io n ,  * 
a v a i t  a t te in t  la  p e r fe c t io n  en  ce g e n re .
O u r  p oe t r e a d  a s tu d e n t 's  ed it io n  of L e s  F a b le s  de P h e d r e ,  e d i te d  b y  
the  J a n s e n i s t  p r i e s t .  L e  M a is t r e  de S acy , who s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  s u p ­
p r e s s e s  th e  l ic e n t io u s  d e ta i ls  in  th e  o r ig in a l  v e r s io n ,  w h ile  add ing
123F r e n c h  p r o s e  t r a n s la t io n s .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  c o m p a r i s o n  of h i s  own
f a b le s  w ith  the  L a t in  m o d e ls  s u g g e s ts  th a t  he  m a y  h av e  a l s o  r e a d  th e
o r ig in a l  te x t .
On ne t r o u v e r a  pas  ic i  1 'e le g a n c e  n i  l ' e x t r ê m e  
b r ^ v e te  qui ren d en t  P h e d r e  r  e c o m m  «ndabl e ; ce 
son t q u a l i té s  a u - d e s s u s  de m a  p o r t é e . . , , O n  
r e c o n n a î t r a  dans  ce t  a u te u r  le  v r a i  c a r a c t è r e  et 
le  v r a i  genie  de T e r e n c e . .
H e a d o p ts  h is  m o d e l 's  p r a c t i c e  of e x p o s in g  h i s  l i t e r a r y  id e a s ,  
in te n t io n s  an d  te ch n iq u es  in  v a r io u s  p r e f a c e s ,  p ro lo g u e s  an d  ep ilogues ',
a n d  h i s  e a r l i e s t  hand ling  of the  g e n re  does  not s e e m  to  h a v e  gone b e ­
yond  th e  p a t t e r n  se t  in  h is  m o d e l .  A s  C la r a c  p u ts  i t ,  h e  a p p r o a c h e s  
P h a e d ru s  t im id ly  :
C es  p r e m i e r e s  fa b le s ,  p le in e s  de g r â c e  e t  d 'e n jo u e m e n t ,  
son t po u r  la  p lu p a r t  t im id e s  e n c o r e s .  L 'a p p r e n t i  fa b u l i s te  
d e m e u r e  le  d is c ip le .  . . .  de P h e d r e .  Il e g a ie  s e s  ap o lo g u es
121. B o rn e c q u e ,  P . , Op. C i t . ,  p. 71.
122. B r o t t i e r ,  G a b r ie l ,  L e s  F a b le s  de P h è d r e ,  P a r i s ,  1783, p. 13.
123. S acy , (Le M a is t r e  de). L e s  F a b le s  de P h e d r e ,  P a r i s  (Neuve D u ran d )
1647, ( r e - e d i te d  1661). ^
124. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 66 -68 , F a b l e s , ( P r e f a c e  de 1668)
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a v e c  la  p lus  fine  d é l i c a te s s e ,  m a i s  c 'e s t  a pe ine
s i l  o se  s o r t i r  du c a d r e  ou i l s  s 'e n f e r m a ie n t .
He p ic k s  up the  b e s t  of P h a e d ru s '  f a b le s  an d  e m b e l l i s h e s  th e m  a c c o r ­
d ing  to  h i s  own t a s t e ,  while tak ing  c a r e  not to  change  the  th e m e  o r  th e  
b a s ic  o u tl in e  of th e  s to ry .  One n o te s  in  p a r t ic u la r ,  th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  of 
th e  m u le  w ith  i t s  t ink ling  b e l l ,  th e  h y p o c r i t i c a l  c o m p l im e n ts  of th e  
fox  to  th e  c ro w , the  t im id i ty  of the  f r o g s ,  and  th e  p a th e t ic  l a m e n ­
ta t io n s  of th e  la m b  b e fo re  the  ra v e n o u s  w olf.
B u t i f  L a  F o n ta in e  f inds  in  P h a e d r u s ' w o rk  a s e le c te d  l i s t  of 
p i th y  a n e c d o te s  on w hich  to r e h e a r s e  h i s  te ch n iq u e ,  i t  i s  in  Æ s o p  th a t  
he  d i s c o v e r s  th e  r i c h e s t  m in e  of f a b le s .  He s e e m s  to  have  r e l i e d  m a i n ­
ly  on N o v e le t 's  M ythologia  Æ s o p i c a , a  c o l le c t io n  of a n c ie n t  f a b le s  c o n ­
s i s t in g  m o s t l y  of Æ s o p ' s  apo lo g u es ,  a  few  fa b le s  f r o m  A b s te m iu s  a n d  
o th e r  G re e k  f a b u l i s t s .  T h is  c o l le c t io n  a f fo rd e d  h im  qu ite  a  s u b s ta n t i a l  
s to c k  of th e m e s  an d  p lo ts ,  r i c h  in p ra n k s  and  a m u s in g  s i tu a t io n s .  A s  a  
m o r a l i s t ,  Æ s o p  i s  a  p r a c t ic a l  m a n  w ith  a  lo t  of c o m m o n  s e n s e  a n d  t r a ­
d i t io n a l  w is d o m . It  is  h a rd ly  s u r p r i s in g ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  th is  c r a f ty ,  
l e g e n d a r y  s la v e ,  w hose  p re c e p ts  a r e  s a id  to  have  i n s p i r e d  k in g s  an d  
p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  h o ld s  an  i r r e s i s t i b l e  a t t r a c t i o n  fo r  L a  F o n ta in e .  B u t h i s  
b o r r o w in g  f r o m  Æ s o p  is  not a s  s y s te m a t ic  a s  in  th e  c a s e  of P h a e d r u s .
H e a p p e a r s  to  have  p icked  h is  m o d e ls  a t  ra n d o m , s e iz in g  a n  i n t e r e s t i n g  
a n e c d o te  h e r e  an d  a  m o r a l  r e f le c t io n  t h e r e .  T h u s  one can n o t s a y  f o r  
s u r e  how  m a n y  o th e r  s o u rc e s  he  m a y  have  co m b in ed  w ith  Æ s o p .  I t  i s  
p o s s ib le  th a t  th e y  inc lude w o rk s  b y  A b s te m iu s ,  A v ia n u s ,  A lc ia t i ,  B a b r i o s ,  
C o r r o z e t ,  C o u s in ,  G uerou lt ,  H eg em o n , M a ro t  and  R é g n i e r .  B u t h i s  m a i n
s o u r c e s  of in s p i r a t io n  r e m a in  Æ s o p  an d  P h a e d ru s .  Æ s o p ic  s o u r c e s  a c -
130c o u n t  f o r  166 out of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  t o t a l  c o l l e c t io n  o f  f a b l e s .
In  bo th  of th e se  s o u rc e s  th e  e m p h a s i s  i s  l a id  on th e  m o r a l  of 
th e  f a b le ,  th e  s to r y  s e rv in g  m e r e l y  to  i l l u s t r a t e  a  l e s s o n .  W ith  L a  F o n ­
ta in e ,  h o w e v e r ,  th e  dual a s p e c t s  r e c e iv e  eq u a l  s t r e s s .  T h e  apo logue  
m u s t  a m u s e  a s  w e ll  a s  te a c h .
125. C l a r a c ,  P . ,  L i t t é r a tu r e  f r a n ç a i s e  (c o l le c t io n  d i r i g é e  p a r  C laude
P ic h o is ) ,  P a r i s ,  1969, t . I I ,  p . l 98.
126. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 76, F a b l e s , I, 4 ;C f. P h a e d ru s ,  F  ab le  s , II ,  7 .
127. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p..75,- F a b le s  , I',_2; P h a e d r u s ,  I, 13.
128. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. , p .^ 1 ,  HI, 4; P h a e d ru s ,  1 , 2
1 2 9 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 78, I, 10; P h a e d ru s ,  I, 1.
130. B o rn e c q u e ,  P . ,  Op. C i t . , p. 71.
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Une m o r a l e  nuë ap p o r te  de l 'e n n u i ;
L e  con te  fa i t  p a s s e r  le p r e c e p te  av ec  lu i .
E n  c e s  s o r t e s  de fe in te  i l  fau t  i n s t r u i r e  e t  p l a i r e .
T o  th i s  end , th e  poet ap p lie s  the  te ch n iq u e  of s t o r y - t e l l i n g  d ev d o p ed  in 
the  C o n te s  and  tu r n s  the  t e r s e ,  aesop ic  ap o lo g u es  in to  a m p l i f ie d  an d  d e ­
lig h tfu l  n a r r a t i v e s .  A look at the  w ay  he h a n d le s  the  fa b le  of L e s  
G r e n o u i l le s  qui dem an d en t un r o i , f o r  e x a m p le ,  r e v e a l s  th is  sh if t  of e m ­
p h a s i s  f r o m  th e  fab le  a s  ju s t  a  m o r a l  a l l e g o r y  to  th e  fab le  a s  a  w e l l -  
to ld  s to r y ,  i l l u s t r a t in g  an id ea .  C o n sc io u s  of the  f a c t  th a t  th e  i n t e r e s t  
of a  good s to r y  l i e s  in  the  n a tu r a ln e s s  and  r e a l i s m  w ith  w hich  th e  lo c a l  
c o lo u r , th e  c h a r a c t e r s  and  th e i r  e m o t io n a l  r e a c t io n s  a r e  sk e tc h e d ,  th e  
poe t e n l a r g e s  upon Æ s o p 's  b r i e f  a l lu s io n  to  the  in i t ia l  t im id i ty  of the  
f r o g s .  In  th e  a u th o r i ta t iv e  t r a n s l a t i o n  of th e  o r ig in a l  G re e k  f a b le s ,  p r o ­
d u ced  by  E m i le  C h am b ry ,  Æ s o p  m e r e l y  m a k e s  a p a s s in g  r e m a r k  a b o u t 
the  pan ic  am o n g  the  f ro g s  ; *
T o u t  d 'a b o r d  le s  g re n o u i l le s  e f f r a y é e s  p a r  le  b r u i t  se  
p lo n g è re n t  dans  le s  p ro fo n d e u rs  du m a r a i s ;  p u is ,  c o m m e  
le  b o is  ne bougeait  p a s ,  e l l e s  r e m o n tè r e n t  e t  en  v in r e n t  
a  un  t e l  m é p r i s  pour le  r o i  q u 'e l l e s  s a u ta ie n t  s u r  son  
dos  e t s 'y  a c c ro u p is s a ie n t .
A pp ly in g  h i s  a r t i s t i c  sk il l  to  th is  c a s u a l  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  t im id i ty  of th e
f r o g s .  L a  F o n ta in e  c a re fu l ly  a n a ly s e s  th e  e m o t io n a l  in v o lv e m e n t  of th e s e
c r e a t u r e s ,  e x p la in in g  f i r s t  of a l l  why th e  s p la s h  p ro d u c e d  by  th e  f a l l  of
th e  w ood t e r r i f i e s  th e m . T he f r o g s  a r e  by  n a tu re
133G e n t  f o r t  so tte  e t fo r t  p e u r e u s e .
A t te n t io n  i s  d ra w n  to  the  confus ion  r e s u l t in g  f r o m  th e  pan ic  b y  p o r t r a y in g
th e  d i s o r d e r l y  m a n n e r  in  w hich th e  f r o g s  r u n  in to  e a c h  o th e r ,  s c a t t e r i n g
th e m s e lv e s  in  d if f e re n t  p a r t s  of th e  sw am p :
. . . .  sous l e s  eaux .
D an s  le s  jo n c s ,  dans  l e s  ro s e a u x .
D an s  l e s  t r o u s  du m a r é c a g e .
T h is  v iv id  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of u t te r  d i s a r r a y  c o n t r a s t s  w ith  th e  m o d e l ' s
f la t  e x p r e s s io n  : '
se p lo n g è re n t  dans le s  p ro fo n d e u rs  du m a r a i s .
131. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 110, F a b l e s , VI, 1.
132. E s o p e ,  F a b le s ,  T ex te  é tab l i  e t  t r a d u i t  p a r  E m i le  C h a m b ry ,  P a r i s ,
(L es  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1927, p. 32 r^Les G re n o u i l le s  qui d e m a n d e n t  
un R o i" .
133. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 91, F a b l e s , III, 4, 1 .8 .
134. I b i d . , 11. 9 -11 .
135. E s o p e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 32.
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T h e  r e a d e r  i s  m a d e  to follow the r e a c t io n  of the  f r o g s ,  the  m o v e m e n t  
of t h e i r  fe e l in g s  f ro m  in i t ia l  s u sp ic io n  and  f e a r  to  co n fid en ce  an d  a u d a ­
c i ty .  T h e  b o ld e s t  of the  lo t is  n a tu r a l ly  th e  f i r s t  to  v e n tu re  b y  d e g r e e s  
to  a p p ro a c h  th e  s t r a n g e  object; he is  fo llow ed  s h o r t ly ,  and  a t  a  r e a ­
so n ab le  d i s ta n c e ,  by the  r e s t .  F in d in g  a t  l a s t  th a t  t h e r e  is  no d a n g e r ,  
th e y  le a p  upon th e  wood and  beg in  to  ta k e  undue l i b e r t i e s  w ith  i t ,  ev en  
though  it  is  su p p o se d  to be th e i r  k in g .
E l l e  app ro ch a , m a i s  en  t r e m b la n t ;
Une a u t r e  la  su iv it ,  une a u t r e  en  fit  au tan t :
I l  en  v in t une f o u r m i l i è r e ;
E t  l e u r  t ro u p e  a  la  f in  se  r e n d i t  f a m i l i è r e  
J u s q u 'a  s a u te r  su r  l 'e p a u le  du r o i .
T h i s  su b t le  a n a ly s i s  of the  e m o tio n a l  s i tu a t io n ,  th e  b e au t i fu l  p o e t r y  in  
w h ich  the  e p iso d e  is  e x p re s s e d ,  coup led  w ith  the  ju d ic io u s  u se  of s u g ­
g e s t iv e  v o c a b u la ry ,  such  a s  "gen t m a r é c a g e u s e "  (1.7), " s o l i v e ^  de q u i 
la  g r a v i té  f a i t  p e u r "  (il. 14-15), " f o u r m i l i è r e "  (1.20) an d  "g obe"  (1 .28) 
m a k e  th e  w ho le  s ce n e  s ee m  n a tu r a l  and  t r u e ,  th u s  s t im u la t in g  i n t e r e s t  
an d  p l e a s u r e  in  th e  s to ry .  Such i s  th e  c h a r a c t e r  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  n e w ly  
c o n c e iv e d  v e r s e  fab le .
F r o m  the  study of Æ s o p  an d  P h a e d ru s  the  poe t d ra w s  t h r e e  i m ­
p o r ta n t  l e s s o n s ,  n am e ly ,  th a t  a fab le  should  be a s  t e r s e  a s  p o s s ib le ;  
th a t  i t  sh o u ld  h av e  a m o r a l  le s so n ;  and  th a t  i t  can  be su i ta b le  a n d  q u ite  
e f f e c t iv e ly  t r e a t e d  in v e r s e .  T h e s e  b a s ic  id e a s  f o r m  th e  n u c le u s  of h i s  
th in k in g  on th e  g e n re  w ith in  w hich  th e r e  i s  m u c h  sco p e  fo r  v a r i a t i o n s .
B ut a s  h e  r e f l e c t s  on th e se  id e a s ,  th e y  b e c o m e  m o r e  a n d  m o r e  su b t le  
in  t h e i r  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h ip ,  r e s u l t in g  f in a l ly  in  the: p ro lo g u e  of th e  tw in  
f a b le s  : L e  P â t r e  et le  L ion  and  L e  L io n  et le  C h a s s e u r . In  th i s  p r o ­
logue  L a  F o n ta in e  pays  t r ib u te  to  h is  m o d e ls  f o r  t h e i r  t e r s e n e s s  a n d  
c o n c i s e n e s s  :
T o u s  ont fu i l 'o r n e m e n t  e t le  t r o p  d 'e te n d u e
On ne  vo it  point chez  eux de p a ro le  p e rd u e .
A t the  s a m e  t im e ,  he no tes  th a t  P h a e d ru s  i s  c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  e x t r e m e  s u c ­
c in c tn e s s .  T h is  is  a l r e a d y  an in d ic a t io n  of h i s  in te n t io n  to  e x c e e d  th e  
n a r r o w  l im i t s  se t  by h is  m o d e ls .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  the  id e a  of c o n c i s e n e s s  
i s  m o d if ie d  to  m e a n  th a t  a  fab le  shou ld  le a v e  s o m e th in g  to  th e  r e a d e r ' s
136. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 91 -2 , F  a b l e s , ELI, 4, 11 .18-22 .
137. Ib id . p. 110, F a b l e s , VI, 1.
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im a g in a t io n .  T he  fa b u l is t  should  u se  s im p le  su g g e s t io n s  an d  in n u e n d o es  
to  s t im u la te  the  im ag in a t io n  :
L o in  d 'e p u i s e r  une m a t i e r e  
On n ’en  doit p re n d re  que la  f l e u r ,
B ut f o r  a  fab le  to  be e ffec t iv e ly  t r e a t e d  in  v e r s e ,  i t  m u s t  be  a d o rn e d
w ith  p o e t ic  o r n a m e n ts .  A ll  p o e try  r e l i e s  f o r  m a x im u m  e ffec t  on a  
m e a s u r e  of a r t i s t i c  e m b e l l i sh m e n t  by  w ay  of im a g e r y  an d  s e n s e  i m ­
p r e s s i o n s .  T h e  sk e tch y  apo logues  of Æ s o p  an d  P h a e d ru s  co u ld  h a r d l y  
p r e s e n t  an y th in g  new to  the  r e a d e r  if  th e y  w e r e  no t p o e t ic a l ly  a d o r n e d .  
Now, th i s  e m b e l l i s h m e n t  im p l ie s  a n  a m p l i f ic a t io n  of th e  m o d e l ,  a  p r o ­
c e s s  w h ich  i s  opposed  to  the  o r ig in a l  s u c c in c tn e s s .
T h e r e f o r e ,  r e je c t in g  the  two e x t r e m e s  of a r i d  s u c c in c tn e s s  a n d
e la b o ra te  e m b e l l i s h m e n t .  L a  F o n ta in e  s t e e r s  the  m id d le  c o u r s e ,  op ting
f o r  a  s o r t  of supp le  and  ly r i c  p o e try ,  c o m p o se d  m a in ly  in  f le x ib le  o r
f r e e  v e r s e .  T he  r e s u l t  t u r n s  out to be  e x a c t ly  w ha t he w a n ts ,  a  k in d
of p o e t r y  w h ich  i s  not too r ic h ly  a d o rn e d  bu t w hich  i s  e la b o r a te  en o u g h
to  o f fe r  a r t i s t i c  p le a s u r e  a s  w ell a s  c o m m u n ic a te  e f fe c t iv e ly .
V ous  vou lez  qu 'on  év ité  un  so in  t r o p  c u r ie u x  
E t  d e s  v a in s  o rn e m e n ts  l 'e f f o r t  a m b it ie u x .
J e  le  veu x  com m e vous; c e t  e f fo r t  ne  peu t p l a i r e .
Un a u te u r  gâte  tou t quand i l  v eu t  t r o p  b ien  f a i r e .
Non q u ' i l  fa i l le  b a n n ir  ■ c e r t a in s  t r a i t s  d é l ic a ts :
V ous  le s  a im e z ,  c e s  t r a i t s ,  e t  je  ne le s  h a i s  p a s . . '
T he  fo rm u la t io n  of th is  im p o r ta n t  p r in c ip le  m a r k s  th e  c l im a x
of the  ev o lu t io n  of the  p o e t 's  th e o ry  of v e r s e  fa b le .  > in  th e  C o n te s ,
he  h a s  now  found h is  way, an d  w ill  s t ic k  f i r m ly  to  i t  f o r  th e  r e s t  of
h is  c a r e e r ,  a l low ing , of c o u r s e ,  f o r  m in o r  d e v ia t io n s  to  p e r m i t  p e r ­
so n a l  r e f l e c t io n s .
D ra w in g  f u r th e r  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  P la to ,  he  a l s o  a r r i v e s  a t  a  
d e f in i te  s ta t e m e n t  on the  m o r a l  of the  fa b le .  T h e  g e n re  shou ld  h a v e  a
m o r a l ,  s in c e  i t  i s  in  i t s  n a tu re  to  have  one.
L 'A p o lo g u e  e s t  co m p o se  de deux  p a r t i e s ,  dont on p eu t  
a p p e le r  l 'u n e  le  c o rp s ,  l ' a u t r e  l ' â m e .  L e  c o r p s  e s t  
la  fa b le ,  l 'â m e  la  m o r a l i t é .
138. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 117, F a b l e s , VI, (E pilogue)
139. I b i d . , p . 104, V, 1.
140. Ib id . ,  pp. 66-68 .
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A nd c h i ld r e n  shou ld  be in tro d u ce d  e a r l y  in  l ife  to  the  m o r a l  l e s s o n s ,
in  k e e p in g  w ith  the  r e c o m m e n d a t io n s  of P l a t o .
II so u h a i te  que le s  en fan ts  su c e n t  c e s  F a b le s  a v e c  le  
l a i t ,  i l  re c o m m a n d e  aux n o u r r i c e s  de l e s  l e u r  a p p r e n d r e ;  
c a r  on ne s a u r a i t  s 'a c c o u tu m e r  de t r o p  bonne h e u r e  à  la  
s a g e s s e  et a l a  v e r tu ;  p lu tô t que d 'e t r e  r é d u i t s  a  c o r r i g e r  
nos  h a b i tu d e s ,  i l  fau t t r a v a i l l e r  à  l e s  r e n d r e  b o n n e s ,  p e n ­
d an t q u 'e l l e s  sont e n co re  in d i f fé r e n te s  au  b ie n  ou au  m a l .
O r ,  q u e lle  rne thode y peut c o n t r ib u e r  p lu s  u t i le m e n t  que 
c e s  F a b l e s ?
B ut w hile  upho ld ing  the  m o r a l  a s  an  in s e p a r a b le  p a r t  of a  good f a b le ,  h e  
i s  no t p r e p a r e d  to  s a c r i f i c e  a r t i s t i c  b e a u ty  to  m o r a l  c o n s id e r a t io n s .  T h e
m o r a l  of a  fab le  can , th e r e f o r e ,  be sh if ted ,  ch anged  o r  s u p p r e s s e d  e n ­
t i r e ly ,  d ep en d in g  on i t s  a r t i s t i c  a d e q u a c y  and  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  of i n t e g r a -  
t in g  i t  in to  th e  fab le  a s  a w hole . T h u s  th e  o v e r - r i d in g  o b je c t iv e  i s  
a r t i s t i c  p e r f e c t io n .  ^
J a m a i s .  « . . u n  h o m m e qui v eu t  r é u s s i r  n 'e n  v ie n t  
ju s q u e - la ;  il  abandonne le s  c h o s e s  dont i l  v o it  b ie n
q u ' i l  ne  s a u r a i t  r i e n  fa i t^ d e  b o n  C 'e s t  ce  que
j ' a i  f a i t  a  l 'é g a rd  de q u e lq u es  m o r a l i t é s ,  du s u c c è s
d e s q u e l le s  je  n 'a i  pas  b ie n  e s p é r é .
W ith a  c l e a r  v i s io n  of h is  ob jec t ive  and  the  p o s s e s s io n  of th e  m e a n s  to
a c h ie v e  i t ,  i s  i t  any  w onder th a t  he  u l t im a te ly  s u c c e ed e d !
T he  p u b l ic a t io n  of the  fa b le s  of 1668 v i r t u a l l y  m a r k s  th e  e n d  of 
L a  F o n ta in e 's  fo r m a t iv e  y e a r s  a s  a  p o e t ,  w h ile  in te n s ify in g  h i s  e v o lu t io n  
a s  an  in te l l e c tu a l .  He h a s  sp en t  n e a r ly  fo r ty  y e a r s  of h i s  l i fe  in  a  
d i l ig e n t  s e a r c h  f o r  a  p a t te r n  a n d  s ty le  th a t  w ould  s u i t  h i s  t e m p e r a m e n t  
an d  the  t a s t e s  of h is  age . With the  p o p u la r  r e c e p t io n  a c c o r d e d  to  th e  
f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s ,  th is  long s e a r c h  f o r  l i t e r a r y  id e n t i ty  c a n  be  
sa id  to  h av e  m e t  w ith  s u c c e s s .
One of th e  ou ts tand ing  t e s t im o n ie s  of th is  huge  s u c c e s s  i s ,  p e r ­
h a p s ,  th e  fa m o u s  E loge  de C h a m ^ fo r t , w h ich  c e l e b r a t e s  th e  e t e r n a l  f r e s h ­
n e s s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  new c re a t io n .
L e  s ty le  de L a  F o n ta in e  e s t  p e u t - ê t r e  ce  que l 'h i s t o i r e  
l i t t é r a i r e  de tous  le s  s i è c le s  o f f re  de p lu s  é to n n an t .
C 'e s t  a  lu i  seu l  q u 'i l  é ta i t  r e s e r v e  de f a i r e  a d m i r e r  d an s  
la  b r i e v e te  d 'u n  apologue, l ' a c c o r d  d e s  n u a n c e s  l e s  p lu s  
t r a n c h a n te s ,  e t  l 'h a r m o n ie  d e s  c o u le u r s  l e s  p lu s  o p p o s é e s .
141. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 66-68 ,
142. I b i d . , pp. 66 -68 .
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Souvent, une seu le  fab le  r é u n i t  la  n a iv e te  de M a ro t ,  
le  bad in ag e  e1^  l ' e s p r i t  de V o i tu re ,  d e s  t r a i t s  de la  
p lu s  h au te  p o e s ie ,  e t p lu s ie u r s  de c e s  v e r s  que la  
f o r c e  du sen s  g rav e  à j a m a i s  dans  la  m é m o i r e .  Nul 
a u te u r  n  a m ie u x  p o ssé d é  c e t te  s o u p le s s e  de  l ' â m e  
e t  de 1 im ag in a t io n  qui su i t  to u s  le s  m o u v e m e n ts  de 
son  s u je t .  Le plus f a m i l i e r  d e s  é c r iv a in s  d e v ien t  
to u t  a  coup, e t  n a tu re l le m e n t ,  le  t r a d u c t e u r  de V irg i le  
e t  de L u c r è c e ;  et le s  o b je ts  de la  v ie  co m m u n e  sont 
r e l e v e s  chez  lu i,  p a r  c e s  t o u r s  n o b le s  e t c e t  h e u re u x  
cho ix  d 'e x p r e s s io n s ,  qui l e s  re n d e n t  d ig n es  du p o èm e  
epique.^'*-^
T h is  t r i b u t e  r e c o g n iz e s  the p o e t 's  p io n e e r in g  ro le  in  the  g e n re  of f a b le s ,
a  ro le  m o d e s t ly  c la im e d  by h im  in  the  p re fa c e  of 1668. He w r i t e s  :
J e  m e  s u is  f la t te  de I 'e s p e r a n c e  que s i je  ne 
c o u r a i s  d an s  c e t te  c a r r i è r e  av ec  s u c c è s ,  on m e  
d o n n e ra i t  au m o in s  la  g lo i r e  de l ' a v o i r  o u v e r te .
On th e  w hole , the s u c c e s s  of the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of faj^les e s t a b ­
l i s h e d  L a  F o n ta in e 's  rep u ta t io n ,  w hile  p ro v id in g  h im  w ith  a  s u r e  s p r i n g ­
b o a r d  f o r  f u r t h e r  p lunge. He is  ye t  to  p ro d u c e  m o r e  de lig h tfu l ,  m o r e  
p e r s o n a l  an d  m o r e  p h ilo so p h ica l  f a b le s ,  bu t h is  p o e tic  lan g u ag e  and  
sk i l l  w il l  u n d e rg o  no f u r th e r  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  of m a j o r  s ig n if ic a n c e .  M in o r  
v a r i a t i o n s ,  i f  any , w ill  be w ith in  the  t e s t e d  and  e s t a b l i s h e d  p a t t e r n .
H av ing  s u c c e s s f u l ly  evolved  a su i ta b le  l i t e r a r y  p a t t e r n ,  h e  w i l l  now  u s e  
th i s  p a t t e r n  a s  a  v eh ic le  of a m o r e  e ffec t iv e  c o m m u n ic a t io n  of th o u g h t .
He w il l  in fu s e  m o r e  and  m o r e  id e a s  in to  i t  th u s  m a k in g  h is  p o e t r y  a s  
i n t e l l e c tu a l  a s  i t  i s  a r t i s t i c .  T h a t  i s ,  he  w i l l  t r a n s f o r m  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
apo logue  in to  in te l le c tu a l  p o e try  in m u c h  th e  s a m e  w ay  a s  h e  c o n v e r te d  
th e  t a l e s  of A r io s to  and  B o ccacc io  in to  i n s t r u m e n ts  of p o e tic  m e d i t a t io n  
on the  r e l a t i o n  b e tw een  the s e x e s .  But th i s  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  i s  by  no 
m e a n s  a  su d d en  o p e ra t io n .  L ike  the  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i e s ,  th e  p r o ­
c e s s  of change  f r o m  the  t r a d i t io n a l  apo logue  to  in te l l e c tu a l  p o e t ry  e v o l ­
ved  f r o m  the  n a tu re  of the  f o r m e r .  In  o r d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  to  a p p r e c i a t e  
b e t t e r  th e  c h a r a c t e r  of the  new in v en tio n ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  to  e x a m in e  
b r i e f ly  th e  n a tu r e  of the  t r a d i t io n a l  ap o lo g u e .
T he  l a t t e r  i s  u su a l ly  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  h a l f - m y th ic a l ,  h a l f -  
h i s t o r i c a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  Æ s o p ,  who is  c e le b r a te d  a s  a n  e x c e l le n t  c o m p o s e r
143. C h a r n ^ f o r t ,N . , Œ u v r e s ,  P a r i s ,  1792, t . I ,  p. 43 . C f. a l s o  L a  H a r p e ,
"E lo g e  de L a  F o n ta in e "  in  R e c u e i l  de l 'A c a d é m ie  de M a r s e i l l e , 
M a r s e i l l e ,  1774, pp. 2 1 -2 4 .
144. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 66 -68 .
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of s h o r t  a n im a l  a n e c d o te s .  W h eth e r  t h e r e  w as  a  r e a l  p e r s o n  c a l le d
Æ s o p  i s  no t c l e a r l y  known. The w hole  q u e s t io n  of h is  id e n t i ty  an d
h i s t o r i c a l  a u th e n t ic i ty  i s  s t i l l  a c o n t r o v e r s i a l  one . S om e  peop le  h av e
w o n d e re d  w h e th e r  any  such m a n  e v e r  e x is te d  a t  a l l .  H a n d fo rd ,  one
of the  m o s t  r e c e n t  E n g l ish  t r a n s l a t o r s  of the  f a b le s ,  a t t r i b u t e d  to
Æ s o p ,  w r i t e s  in  the  in tro d u c tio n  ;
We p o s s e s s  v e r y  l i t t le  c e r t a i n  in fo rm a t io n  about 
h im , and  it  has  even  b e en  h e ld  th a t  no su ch  p e r ­
son  e v e r  lived , and  th a t  the  n a m e  r e p r e s e n t s  
n o th in g  m o r e  than  an  im a g in a ry  in v e n to r  of the  
fa b le ,  f o r  the  G re ek s  l ik ed  to  a s c r i b e  e ac h  k ind  
of c o m p o s i t io n  to a  r e a l  o r  f ic t i t io u s  " f in d e r  o u t" .^ ^ ^
On th e  o th e r  hand , in  the  E n cyc lopaed ia  B r i t a n n i c a , Æ s o p  i s  d e s c r ib e d  
a s  a P h r y g ia n  s lav e  and  a  c o n te m p o ra r y  of Solon, who l iv e d  on th e  
i s la n d  of S a m o s  in  the  e a r ly  p a r t  of th e  s ix th  c e n tu r y  B . C .  H e i s  
su p p o se d  to  h av e  b een  l a t e r  m a d e  f r e e  and  to  h a v e  th e n  v i s i t e d  th e  
c o u r t  of K ing  C ro esu s  of L y d ia .  On gain ing  th e  con fidence  of th e  k in g ,  
he  w a s  s en t  on s e v e r a l  m is s io n s  on b e h a lf  of th e  m o n a r c h .  D u r in g  one 
of th e s e  m i s s i o n s ,  th is  t im e  to  D elph i,  Æ s o p  w a s  b r u t a l l y  m u r d e r e d  
by  the  D e lp h ia n s  who a c c u s e d  h im  of th e f t  an d  b la s p h e m y  a g a in s t  th e  
g o d s . G r e e k  and  O r ie n ta l  ap o lo g u es  h ad , h o w e v e r ,  e x i s t e d  long b e ­
fo r e  th e  p e r io d  d u r in g  w hich Æ s o p  is  su p p o sed  to h av e  l iv e d .  T h e  
a n c ie n t s ,  in  c lo se  co n tac t  w ith  w ild  and  d o m e s t ic  a n im a l s ,  te n d ed  to  i n ­
v en t  s t o r i e s  d e s c r ib in g  im a g in a ry  a d v e n tu r e s  of th e s e  a n im a l s ,  an d  to  
m a k e  the  l a t t e r  a c t  and speak  like  h u m a n  b e in g s .  Such  s t o r i e s  w e r e  
d e s ig n e d  to  t e a c h  a  le s s o n .  T h is  m e th o d  of im p a r t in g  i n s t r u c t i o n  w a s  
so e f fec t iv e  th a t  i t  caught m e n 's  fancy , r e s u l t in g  in  p eop le  of v a r io u s  
la n d s  b u ild in g  up a body of apo logues  w hich  w e r e  e i t h e r  a d a p te d ,  in v e n ­
te d  o r  m o d e l le d  on som e of th o se  w hich  h ad  b e e n  in  e x i s t e n c e  f o r  c e n ­
t u r i e s .  I t  w as  no t until  about the 5th c e n tu r y  B . C .  th a t  th e s e  p ie c e s  
of a n ecd o te  w e re  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  s e m i - l e g e n d a r y  f a b u l i s t ,  Æ s o p ,  
due p ro b a b ly  to  a c c id e n ts  of t r a n s m i s s i o n .  F r o m  th e n  o n w a rd s  a l l  
a p o lo g u es  have  ten d ed  to  be a s c r ib e d  to  h im .  T h u s ,  a s  f a r  a s  we c an  
s e e ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  apo logues  a r e  p a r t  of the  o r a l  fo lk lo re  and , a lthough  
th e r e  m a y  have  b e en  a r e a l  p e r s o n  by  the  n a m e  of Æ s o p ,  i t  i s  h ig h ly  
im p ro b a b le  th a t  he  e v e r  w ro te  any book of f a b le s  a s  so m e  peop le  te n d  
to  s u g g e s t .
145. H an d fo rd ,  S . A . ,  F a b le s  of Æ s o p ,  London , (P engu in ) ,  1974, p .x iv .
1 4 6 . E n c y c lo p a e d ia  B r i t a n n ic a ,  L o n d o n  a n d  C h ic a g o ,  1968, v o l .  I,
pp.  2 2 0 - 2 2 1 ,
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T he t r a d i t io n a l  apologue p r e s e n t s  a  p e s s i m i s t i c  an d  g lo o m y  
v is io n  of the  w o r ld  and le a v e s  the  r e a d e r  w ith  a n  e le m e n t  of c y n ic i s m  
and an  a w a r e n e s s  of ev il and  p r iv a t io n  am ong  m e n .  T h e  m a in  id e a  is  
co u ch ed  in  a b r i e f ,  w itty , p ro s e  a n ec d o te ,  u s u a l ly  c o n c lu d e d  w ith  a 
m o r a l  of so m e  s o r t ,  and  g e n e ra l ly  cap ab le  of b e in g  u s e d  a s  a  peg  on 
w hich  to  hang  a  p iece  of ad v ice .  T he  l a t t e r  i s  o f ten  b a s e d  on o b s e r v a ­
t io n  of p e o p le 's  b e h av io u r ,  and i t  r e f l e c t s  the  id e a s  of o r d in a r y  m e n  a n d  
w o m en  ab o u t th e  conduct of l i fe .  In  o th e r  w o rd s ,  i t  w as  n e i th e r  p o p u ­
l a r  l i t e r a t u r e  n o r  had  it anyth ing  to do w ith  in te H e c tu a l i s m  o r  w ith ,  th e  
h ig h  id e a l s  of v i r t u e  and  the p u r s u i t  of p e r fe c t io n ,  in c u lc a te d  by  the  
g r e a t  e th ic a l  an d  so c ia l  p h i lo so p h e rs  o v e r  the  a g e s ,  a n d  f e a tu r e d  in  L a  
F o n ta in e 's  b e s t  d eve loped  v e r s e  f a b le s .  In d eed , a l l  th a t  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
ap o lo g u e  p a s s e s  on is  the  k ind  of p r a c t i c a l  w isd o m  w h ich  th e  r u r a l  an d  
o p p r e s s e d  p e a s a n t s  of any c o u n try  and  epoch , in c lu d in g  th o s e  »f a n c ie n t  
G r e e c e ,  n e e d  to  su rv iv e  in a  h u m an  so c ie ty ,  w hich  c an  be  c o m p a r e d  to  
a  ju n g le  in  w hich  only the  w ise  and  cunning  a n im a l  c an  hope  to  s u r v iv e .  
T he  a n c ie n t  G re e k  p e a s a n ts  w e re  p o o r ,  ex p lo i ted  a n d  s u b je c te d  to  a  h a r d  
l ife  upon  a  so i l  th a t  w as equally  p o o r .  T h e y  w e re  c o n s ta n t ly  v ic t im iz e d  
by  t h e i r  o v e r l o r d s .  N a tu ra l ly ,  the  h a r d s h ip  and  m i s e r y  w hich  w e r e  t h e i r  
lo t ,  m a d e  th e m  th r i f ty ,  su sp ic io u s ,  a p p re h e n s iv e  of the  r i c h  an d  th e  
powerful, an d  p e s s im i s t i c  about the  h u m a n  co n d ition  in  g e n e r a l .  T o  th e m ,  
th e r e f o r e ,  th e  sag a c io u s ,  w itty  ap o lo g u es  c a m e  a s  a  m a n u a l  of c y n ic a l  
w isd o m , e x h o r t in g  th e m  not to ex p ec t  any  good o r  k in d n e s s  f r o m  t h e i r  
e x p lo i t e r s ,  an d  to u n d e rs ta n d  th a t ,  in  a  w o r ld  r u l e d  b y  e g o is m  a n d  
b e r e f t  of g o o d n e ss ,  one should  r e g a r d  e v e ry o n e  e l s e  a s  a  p ro b a b le  
en em y , and  m a k e  no c o n c e s s io n s  to  the  w ick ed . O ne shou ld , w h e n e v e r  
p o s s ib le ,  ex p lo it  the  e x p lo i te r  h i m s e l f . I f  you a r e  w eak , you m u s t  
be  p r e p a r e d  to  u se  cunning and f la t t e ry ;  if  you a r e  s t ro n g ,  you c a n  a f ­
fo r d  to  be  b ru ta l ;  k in d n e ss  and  good fa i th  do no t o f ten  p a y  a n y  d iv idend ; 
e v e r y  t r i c k  i s  f a i r  in  a com m u n ity  w h e re  e v e ry b o d y  c h e a ts  an d  b u l l i e s
One m u s t  t h e r e f o r e  be sh rew d  and c o n s ta n t ly  on o n e 's  g u a rd ,  d o u b le -
150ton g u ed  an d  r e a d y  to c o m p ro m is e  w hen n e c e s s a r y .  Such a r e  the
147. E s o p e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 119, F a b le  270.
148. I b id . ,  pp. 61-62 , F a b le  137.
149. I b id . ,  p . 82, F a b le  188.
150. I b i d . , p. 64, F a b le  143.
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c h a r a c t e r  and  su b s ta n c e  of the  aesop ic  a p o lo g u es  o r  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  
fa b le .
T he  f i r s t  known w r i t t e n  c o l le c t io n  of th e s e  a p o lo g u e s  w a s  th e  
one c o m p i le d  by  D e m e t r iu s  in  300 B . C . ,  i . e .  t h r e e  h u n d re d  y e a r s  a f t e r  
iE s o p  i s  su p p o se d  to  have l iv ed .  T h e  L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e  of th e  f i r s t  c e n ­
t u r y  B . C .  c o n ta in s  so m e  fa b le s .  H o ra c e  (65 -  8 B . C . ) ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  
r e c o r d s  th e  e p is o d e s  of T h e  fox and  th e  h e r d s m a n . T h e  C ity  m o u s e  
and  the  c o u n t ry  m o u se ^ ^^ and  T he  c a l f  and  the  f r o g s  . B ut H o ra c e
i s  no t a  f a b u l i s t .  T he  e a r l i e s t  L a t in  f a b u l i s t  who d e l ib e r a t e ly  s e t  out 
to  v e r s i f y  th e  c i r c u la t in g  apo logues  w a s  th e  f r e e d m a n  of the  E m p e r o r  
A u g u s tu s ,  P h a e d ru s  (15 B .C .  -  50 A . D . ) .  H is  c o l le c t io n  in c lu d e s  m a n y  
G re e k  f a b le s  a s  w e l l  a s  apo logues  in v en ted  b y  th e  a u th o r  h im s e l f  an d  
b a s e d  on c o n te m p o r a r y  so c ia l  and  p o l i t ic a l  s i tu a t io n s .  In  th e  s e c o n d  c e n ­
t u r y  A .D .  B a b r iu s ,  a  h e l le n iz e d  R om an , v e r s i f i e d  146 fa b le s  s e le c te d  
f r o m  th e  e x is t in g  pool of s t o r i e s .  U s in g  B a b r iu s  a s  h i s  s o u r c e ,  a n o th e r  
R o m a n ,  A v ia n u s ,  c o m p o sed  42 fa b le s  in  L a t in  v e r s e .  F r o m  th e  5th c e n ­
t u r y  A . D . , p r o s e  p a r a p h r a s e s  of th e  fa b le s  of P h a e d ru s  a n d  A v ia n u s  b e ­
gan  to  a p p e a r .  I t  w as  f r o m  such  p r o s e  v e r s i o n s  th a t  th e  l a t e r  g e n e r a ­
t io n s  of r e a d e r s ,  who cou ld  no t have  a c c e s s  to  th e  o r ig in a l s ,  c a m e  to  
know  abou t th e  w r i t t e n  f a b le s .  In  th e  M iddle  A g e s ,  c o l le c t io n s  of a p o ­
lo g u e s ,  su ch  a s  th e  fa b le s  of M a r ie  de F r a n c e  a n d  th e  a n e c d o te s  of L e  
R o m a n  de  R e n a r d  a p p e a re d  in  F r a n c e ,  b u t  i t  w a s  n o t  u n t i l  th e  R e n a i s ­
s a n c e  th a t  th e  u s e  of th e  fab le  fo r  m o r a l  an d  p o le m ic a l  p u r p o s e s  w a s  in ­
t e n s i f ie d ,  a s  R a b e la i s ,  M onta igne, B o n a v e n tu re  d e s  P e r i e r s ,  M a r o t  a n d  
o th e r s  b e g a n  to  m a k e  in c r e a s in g  u s e  of th e  m e d iu m .  T h e  h u m a n is t ,  
F a e r n e r  (1520? -  1562), a c t in g  on th e  o r d e r  of J e a n -A n g e  de M e d ic is ,  
c o m p o se d  100 fa b le s  in  L a t in  v e r s e .  A n o th e r  h u m a n is t ,  A b s te m iu s  o r  
B e v i la c q u a ,  l i b r a r i a n  to  th e  duRi^rfUrbin^ c o m p o se d  200  f a b le s  in  th e  
s a m e  lan g u ag e  b u t  in  p r o s e  f o r m .  T h e  w hole  of t h e s e  tw o  h u n d re d  f a b le s  
f ig u r e  in  N e v e le t  ' s co l le c t io n .  T h e n  in  1547, H a u d e n t  t r a n s l a t e d  366 
æ s o p ic  a p o lo g u es  in to  F r e n c h  v e r s e  u n d e r  th e  long  t i t l e  : T r o i s  c e n t  
so ix an te  et s ix  ap o lo g u es  d 'E s o p e ,  t r e s  e x c e l le n t  p h i lo so p h e ,  p r e m i è r e ­
m en t t r a d u i t s  e n  l a t in  p a r  p lu s ie u r s  i l l u s t r e s  a u t e u r s ,  L a u r e n s  V a l l e ,  
E r a s m e  e t  a u t r e s ,  e t  n o u v e l le m en t  de la t in  e n  r y th m e  f r a n ç a i s e ,  p a r  
M . G u i l la u m e H au d en t.  T h is  w as  fo llow ed  t h r e e  y e a r s  l a t e r  b y  G u il la u m e
151. H o r a c e ,  E p i s t l é s ,  I , 7, 11. 2 9 -3 3 .
152. I b i d . , S a t i r e s ,  II, 6, 11. 7 9 -1 1 7 .
153. I b i d . ,  n ,  3, 11.314-320.
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G u e r o u l t ' s L_e._P r e m i e r  L iv re  des  E m b lè m e s  . p u b l is h e d  in  L y o n s  in  
1550, T h e  n ex t  c o lle c t io n  of aesop ic  ap o lo g u es  in  F r e n c h  v e r s e  a p ­
p e a r e d  in  1578 w hen G ille s  C o r r o z e t  p u b l ish e d  h i s  L e s  F a b le s  d ’E s o p e , 
m i s e s  en  r i t h m e  f r a n ç a i s e  avec  la  v ie  du d it  E so p e  . (R ouen). A i l  
t h e s e  c o l le c t io n s ,  though they  c o n ta in  a  c e r t a i n  a m o u n t  of o r ig in a l  
m a t e r i a l ,  a r e  b a s e d  m a in ly  on t r a d i t io n a l  s t o r i e s  d ra w n  f r o m  c l a s s i c a l  
G re e k  an d  O r ie n ta l  s o u rc e s .  T h e i r  flow  w as  m o r e  o r  l e s s  u n in te r r u p t e d  
an d  c u lm in a te s  in the  sev en teen th  c e n tu r y  w ith  th e  m a s t e r p i e c e  of L a  
F o n ta in e .  It c an  be seen  f r o m  th is  b r i e f  s u rv e y  th a t  th e  poe t h a d  a  
r i c h  s to c k  of m o d e ls  a t  h is  d is p o s a l  w hen h e  w as  w o rk in g  on th e  F a b l e s .
A lthough  he  t r a n s f o r m s  th e  l i t e r a r y  c h a r a c t e r  of th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
apo logue  th ro u g h  the  evolu tion  of th e  v e r s e  fa b le ,  he  d o e s  no t a l t e r  i t s  
b a s ic  s p i r i t  in  so m e  of h is  f a b le s .  He does  no t, f o r  e x a m p le ,  ch an g e  
h is  m o d e l ' s  v is io n  of hum an  n a tu r e .  T h is  i s  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  of th e  u n ­
chang ing  c h a r a c t e r  of the  b a s ic  h u m a n  t r a i t s  an d  p a r t l y  b e c a u s e  he  
v i s u a l i z e s  a  c l e a r  p a r a l l e l  b e tw een  th e  s o c ia l  c o n d it io n  of th e  a n c ie n t  
Atbô.«&^”^and th a t  of the  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  F r e n c h  p e a s a n t s .  A c c o r ­
d ing ly , h e  m a k e s  no s ign if ican t sh if t  f r o m  th e  b a s i c  a t t i tu d e  of h i s  
m o d e ls  in  h i s  t r e a tm e n t  of th o se  fa b le s  d e a l in g  w ith  s o c ia l  in e q u a l i ty ,  
e x p lo i ta t io n  an d  c o r ru p t io n  am ong  m e n .  H e is  t e m p e r a m e n t a l l y  in  s y m ­
p a th y  w ith  th e  w eak  and  the  u n d e r - p r iv i l e g e d .  T h i s  i s  s e e n  p a r t i c u l a r ­
ly  in  the  e p iso d e s  of L e  Chêne e t  le  R o se a u  (l, 22 : E s o p e ,  p . 64, 
fa b le  143) an d  L e  L ion  et le  M o u ch ero n  (II, 9; E s o p e ,  p . 82, fa b le  188). 
T he  f i r s t  fab le  m u s t  have  b e en  one of o u r  p o e t 's  f a v o u r i t e  p ie c e s ,  f o r  
i t  i l l u s t r a t e s  in  a  m o s t  v iv id  m a n n e r  h is  c o n te m p t  f o r  th e  g r e a t  m a n  
who, in to x ic a te d  w ith  pow er, sp len d o u r  and  v a n ity ,  th in k s  h im s e l f  b e ­
yond the  r e a c h  of h a r m .  By a s t r a n g e  t u r n  of fo r tu n e ,  w h ich  c h a r a c ­
t e r i z e s  L a  F o n ta in e 's  i ro n ic a l  h u m o u r ,  i t  i s  the  g r e a t  a n d  s tu b b o rn  oak  
th a t  s u c c u m b s  by  c ra s h in g  to  the  g ro und , w hile  th e  f e e b le  an d  c o m p r o ­
m is in g  r e e d  b en d s  w ithout b re a k in g .
T h is  fidelity-to  h is  s o u rc e s  is  u n d e r s ta n d a b le ,  g iv en  th e  f a c t  
th a t  su ch  su b je c ts  a s  m a n 's  e s s e n t i a l  im p e r fe c t io n ,  s u f fe r in g  and  d e a th ,  
the  r e a l i t y  of good and evil a r e  m a t t e r s  on w hich  th e  ^g en e ra l i ty  of m e n  
h av e  though t a like  th ro u g h  the  a g e s .  In  o th e r  w o rd s  h u m a n  n a tu r e  w as
154. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 82, F a b l e s , I, 22, 11, 24-32 ,
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n e i th e r  l e s s  c o r r u p t  n o r  su f fe r in g  a n d  d ea th  l e s s  p a in fu l in  th e  s e v e n ­
te e n th  c e n tu r y  th an  in  the  days  w hen  Æ s o p  is  su p p o se d  to  h a v e  l iv e d .
If an y th in g  the  s i tu a t io n  w as  r a t h e r  m o r e  g la r in g ly  p e r c e p t ib le  in  L a  
F o n ta in e 's  epoch , a s  m o r a l i s t s  an d  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  b e g a n  to  r e v iv e  a n d  
e v a lu a te  the  id e a s  of M ontaigne abou t h u m an  n a tu r e .  I t  w il l  be  r e c a l l e d  
th a t  th e  R e n a is s a n c e  e s s a y i s t  p u sh ed  the  c r i t i c i s m  of m a n  to  th e  po in t 
of h u m il ia t io n .  He s e e s  a l l  the  p h y s ic a l ,  m o r a l ,  s o c ia l  an d  p o l i t ic a l  
p e c u l i a r i t i e s  of m a n  a s  "un p ay sag e  in é p u is a b le " ,  p la c e s  m a n  a t  the  
m a r g i n  of th e  c o sm o s  and d i s c o v e r s  in  h im  no m o r e  th a n  a  h e lp le s s
ap p en d ag e  of n a tu re ,  fu ll  of e r r o r  and  c o r ru p t io n ,  p r id e  an d  v a n i ty
155w h ich  m a k e  h im  v ic io u s ,  an  e n em y  , of h im s e l f  an d  h is  fe l lo w  m a n .
T h e  s a m e  p a t t e r n  of thought i s  m a in ta in e d  by  th e  " a v a n t - g a r d e "  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l s  of the  sev e n te en th  c en tu ry ,  n o ta b ly  T h éo p h ile  de V iau .  T h e  l a t ­
t e r  ' s e le g ie s  go beyond  the co n v en tio n a l  b a n a l i ty  of m u n d an e  g a l l a n t r y  
to  p r e s e n t  a  s o m b re  p ic tu re  of the  t r a g i c  r e a l i t i e s  of th e  h u m a n  c o n d i­
t io n .
Une n é c e s s i t é  que le  c ie l  é ta b l i t  
D e sh o n o re  le s  uns, le s  a u t r e s  e n o b l i t .^ ^ ^
De V ia u 's  p e s s im i s t i c  id e a s  w e re  av id ly  c o n su m e d  b y  the  l a t e r  g e n e r a ­
t io n s  of w r i t e r s ,  a s  can  be i n f e r r e d  f r o m  the  f a c t  th a t  h is  p o e tic  w o rk s
w en t th ro u g h  n in e ty - th r e e  ed it io n s  b e tw een  1620 and  1715, a n d  le f t
V 157
t h e i r  m a r k s  in  v a ry in g  d e g re e s  on the  w o rk s  of M m e . D e s h o u l i e r e s ,
158 159 -160 ^ . ,  161 „  . 1 6 2  .J e a n  D e h en a u l t ,  M o l ie re ,  P a s c a l ,  B o i leau ,  R ac in e  a n d
^ 163
L a  B r u y è r e ,  a l l  of w hich p o r t r a y  m a n  a s  i r r a t i o n a l ,  e n s la v e d  by  
the  p a s s io n s ,  m o t iv a te d  by e g o ism  and  b a s ic a l ly  unhappy .
155. M o n ta igne , M . , Op. C i t . , pp. 315 ^ 321, 426 467 . , . i.
156. T h éo p h ile  de V iau , Œ u v r e s  p o é t iq u e s ,  (éd it io n  S t r e i c h e r ) ,  P a r i s ,
1951,^ 1.1, p. 9 0 , 11 .23-24.^
157. D e s h o u l iè r e s ,  A . (M m e. P o é s i e s ,  (éd it ion  n o u v e lle ) ,  A m s t e r d a m ,
1964, p . 33.  ^ '
Hl 158. D e h én au lt ,  J . , Œ u v r e s ,  (é d k iz : /  L a c h è v r e ) ,  P a r i s ,  1922, p . x i i .
159. M o l iè r e ,  *Le M isan th rope ,-  (è d * H ^ ' R o n a ld  W ilson),  L ondon ,
(H a r ra p ) ,  1973, A c t  I, s c .  i .
160. P a s c a l ,  B . , P e n s é e s ,  P a r i s ,  ( G a m ie r ) ,  1964, pp. 1 0 1 -102 .
161. B o ile au ,  D.., Op. C i t . ]  pp. 41 -  48, (S a t i re ,  V IÏÏ) .' ' , .
162. R a c in e ,  J e a n  d>, B r i ta n n ic u s ,  A c t IV, s c .  2.
163. L a  B r u y è r e ,  J e a n  de. L e s  C a r a c t è r e s  ou le s  M oeurs  de ce s ie c le ,
P a r i s ,  (G a rn ie r ) ,  1962, p. 180.
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T h is  im a g e  of hum an  n a tu r e  is  e s s e n t i a l ly  the  s a m e  a s  th e  one 
p a in te d  in  Æ s o p ' s  apo logues , and  t h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  i t s  r e a f f i r m a ­
t io n  in  th e  sev e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  in f lu en ced  L a  F o n ta in e 's  v i s io n  of m a n  
a n d  h i s  f id e l i ty  to  Æsop^ in  th is  r e g a r d .  F o r  it w ould  be s t r a n g e  f o r  
h im  to  d e v ia te  f r o m  w hat w as, and  w hat co n tin u es  to d a y  to  be  c o n s id e r e d  
a s  th e  u n iv e r s a l l y  a c c e p te d  t r u th  about h u m a n  n a tu r e .  W hat h e  r e t a i n s  
o r  m o d i f ie s  in  h i s  t r a d i t io n a l  m o d e ls  i s  d e te r m in e d  by  h i s  a w a r e n e s s  of 
th e  f a c t  th a t  c e r t a i n  b a s ic  t ru th s  a r e  e t e r n a l  and  c an n o t be  a l t e r e d  in 
d e f e r e n c e  to  a n y  age , cu s to m  o r  u s a g e .  T h u s  o u r  p o e t 's  id e a s  on the  
c o r r u p t  a n d  v ic io u s  n a tu re  of m a n ,  on the  n e e d  to  be c o n s ta n t ly  on o n e 's  
g u a r d  an d  on th e  b re v i ty  of hum an  life  a r e  t r a d i t io n a l  and  b a s i c a l l y  th e  
s a m e  a s  th o s e  of h is  m o d e l .  He a g r e e s  w ith  Æ s o p  a n d  w ith  h is  own
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  th a t  m a n  is  ru le d  by  van ity ,  s e l f i s h n e s s  and  envy  :
*
T a n tô t  je  pe ins  en  un r é c i t  
L a  so t te  van ité  jo in te  av ecq u e  l 'e n v ie .
D eux  p ivo ts  s u r  qui ro u le  a u jo u rd 'h u i  n o t re  v ie .
H e n c e  th e  w eak  w il l  a lw ays  be the w re tc h e d  v ic t im s  of the  s t ro n g  an d  
th e  v ic io u s ,  u n le s s  they  r e s o r t  to  cunning  and  f l a t t e r y .  T h i s  id e a  i s  
a m p ly  i l l u s t r a t e d  in s e v e ra l  fa b le s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  th e  e p iso d e s  of L a  
G e n i s s e ,  L a  C h e v re  et le  B re b is ,  en  s o c ié té  av ec  le  L io n  (I, 6) an d  
L e  L o u p  e t  l 'A g n e a u  (l, 10). T h e s e  two fa b le s  b r in g  ou t c l e a r l y  th e  
w e a k n e s s  of r e a s o n  and ju s t ic e  v is  - a - v i s  m is u s e d  e g o is m .  In  th e  f i r s t  
e p iso d e  the  l io n  i s  the  im age  of fo r c e  an d  d o m in a t io n  w hose  ego  c o u n te n ­
a n c e s  n e i th e r  c o n tra d ic t io n  n o r  r e s i s t a n c e .  T he  goa t,  the  sh ee p  a n d  th e  
h e i f e r  im p r u d e n t ly  e n te r  into an  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  h im  in  th e  hope of 
m u tu a l ly  s h a r in g  the  sp o ils  of t h e i r  hun ting  e x p ed i t io n .  W hen th e y  c o m e  
to  s h a r e  th e  m e a t  of a s tag  caught in  the  g o a t 's  t r a p ,  th e  l io n  d iv id in g  
i t  in to  fo u r  p a r t s ,  ta k e s  the  f i r s t  s h a r e  " en  q u a l i té  de s i r e " :
E l le  do it e t r e  à m o i,  d i t - i l ,  et la  r a i s o n .
C 'e s t  que je  m 'a p p e l le  l io n  :
A  ce la  l 'o n  n 'a  r i e n  à d i r e .
T h e  s e c o n d  and  th i r d  s h a r e s  belong a ls o  to h im  by  r e a s o n  of h i s  b e in g
th e  m o s t  p o w erfu l ,  and any  m e m b e r  of the  g roup  who d a r e s  t a m p e r  w ith
the  l a s t  s h a r e  w il l  be the  f i r s t  to be s t r a n g le d  i m m e d i a t e l y :
164. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 105, F a b l e s , V, 1 , 11, 1 8 -2 0 .
165. I b i d . ,  p. 76, I, 6, 11. 10-13 .
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L a  seco n d e  p a r  d ro i t  m e  do it é c h o i r  e n c o r :
Ce d ro i t ,  vous le  s a v e s ,  c 'e s t  le  d ro i t  du p lu s  f o r t .
C o m m e  le  plus v a il lan t ,  j e  p r é te n d s  la  t r o i s i è m e .
Si q u e lq u 'u n e  de vous touche à  la  q u a t r i è m e .
Je  l ' é t r a n g l e r a i  to u t  d 'a b o r d .
Xt i s  in  th e  sec o n d  ep isode  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  s u m m a r i z e s  in  a s in g le  
l in e  of v e r s e  th e  law  of the jung le  a s  i t  o p e r a te s  a m o n g  m e n  ;
L a  r a i s o n  du p lus fo r t  e s t  to u jo u r s  l a  m e i l l e u r e . ^
M an  i s  w e ak ,  v a c i l la t in g  and a  s lav e  to  s e l f i s h n e s s  a n d  in o rd in a te  a m ­
b i t io n .
T o u t  b o u rg e o is  veut b â t i r  c o m m e  l e s  g r a n d s  s e ig n e u r s .
T o u t  p e t i t  p r in c e  a  des  a m b a s s a d e u r s
T ou t m a rq u is  veut a v o i r  d e s  p a g e s .  ^
L ik e  h i s  m o d e l .  L a  F o n ta in e  b e l ie v e s  th a t  k in d n e s s  an d  good fa i th  do
n o t o f ten  ge t th e  r e w a r d  th ey  d e s e r v e .
Ce q u 'o n  donne au  m é c h a n t ,  to u jo u r s  on  le  r e g r e t t e .  *
P o u r  t i r e r  d 'e u x  ce  q u 'o n  l e u r  p r ê t e .
I l  fau t  que l 'o n  en  v ienne  a u x  coups;
I l  fau t p la id e r ,  i l  fau t  c o m b a t t r e .
L a i s s e z - l e u r  p r e n d r e  un  p ied  c h ez  v o u s .
I ls  en  a u ro n t  b ien tô t  p r i s  q u a t r e .
th a t  w h e n e v e r  p o s s ib le ,  one should  en joy  th e  "doub le  p l a i s i r  de t r o m p e r  
I 170le  t r o m p e u r "  ; one should  be e t e r n a l ly  v ig i la n t  o v e r  the  s n a r e s  of 
th e  e n e m y  :
N ous  pouvons c o n c lu re  de la  
Q u ' i l  fa u t  f a i r e  aux  m é c h a n ts  g u e r r e  c o n t in u e l le .
L a  paix  e s t  f o r t  bonne  de so i;
J ' e n  conviens; m a i s  de q u o i^ s e r t - e l l e  
A v e c  d es  en n em is  s a n s  fo i?  -
F in a l ly ,  L a  F o n ta in e  follows h is  m o d e l  in  la y in g  th e  b la m e  f o r  m a n y  of 
m a n 's  i l l s  s q u a r e ly  on the  s h o u ld e r s  of m a n ,  on  m a n ' s  i r r a t i o n a l  a c t io n s ,  
h i s  s h o r t - c o m in g s  and  n eg lec t ,  h i s  m a l ic e  a n d  c r u e l ty ,  a l l  of w h ich  c o m ­
b in e  to  m a k e  h im  a wolf to h is  fe l lo w  m a n .
A t th i s  s tag e  death  too  i s  an  o b s e s s io n  f o r  th e  p o e t ,  a s  i t  i s  in
h i s  s o u r c e s .  T h e  s o u rc e  of th is  o b s e s s io n  c a n  b e  found  n o t o n ly  in  th e
w e a k n e s s  of h u m a n  n a tu re  an d  m a n 's  a t ta c h m e n t  to  l i f e ,  b u t  a l s o  in
166. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 76, 11. 1 4 -1 8 .
167. I b i d . ,  p . 78, F a b l e s , I, 10, 1 .1 .
168. Ib id .
169. Ib id .
170. Ib id .
171. Ib id .
p. 75, I, 3, 11. 12-14; C f. i b i d . , p. 96, IV , 2, 11. 2 6 -3 1 .
p!84 . I, 3, 11. 15-20; p. 93, HI, 9, 11. 1 0 -1 7 .
p. 87, II, 15, 1 .32 .
p. 94, in ,  13, 11. 2 4 -2 8 .
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s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  a tt i tude  to d ea th .  Ig n o ran c e  an d  s u p e r s t i t i o n  p o r ­
t r a y e d  d e a th  in  a  m o s t  f r ig h tfu l  m a n n e r .  T h e  C h r i s t i a n  te a c h in g ,  in  
a n  e f fo r t  to  c o m b a t  p ag an ism  and d ra w  people  to  God, p la y e d  on t h e i r  
f e a r  of d e a th .  It dep ic ted  the  l a t t e r  a s  the  m o s t  t e r r i b l e  m o m e n t  w h ic h  
w ould  t e r m i n a t e  l ife  and a l l  e a r th ly  jo y s  and  d e l iv e r  i t s  v i c t im  to  th e  
r i g o r o u s  ju d g e m e n t  of the m o s t  im p la c a b le  judge  w h o se  d e c r e e  w ou ld  be  
i r r e v o c a b l e .  T h e o lo g ian s ,  such a s  P i e r r e  N ico le ,  e m p h a s iz e d  d e a th  a s  
th e  t im e  d u r in g  w hich  both soul an d  body, confounded  b y  th e  r e a l i t y  of 
e t e r n i t y  an d  of G od’s p re s e n c e ,  w ould  a c c u s e  e ach  o th e r  b e fo re  th e  A l -
m ig h ty  God f o r  hav ing  c au se d  th e i r  m u tu a l  p e rd i t io n .  M en  m u s t  t h e r e -
17 3fo re  f e a r  d e a th  and  the  d an g er  of e t e r n a l  p u n ish m e n t  in  h e l l .  C e r t a i n
m e d i t a t io n s  of P a s c a l  on the  n e c e s s i t y  f o r  a  w ag er^ ^^  an d  m a n y  of
175B o s s u e t ' s  f u n e r a l  o ra t io n s  r e f l e c t  th e  g e n e r a l  la c k  of p s y c h ic a l  s t a b i ­
l i ty  w h ich  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the  epoch . A ll  th e s e  a t t i tu d e s ,  thougli th e y  m a y  
h av e  b e e n  p ro m p te d  by  the b e s t  of in te n t io n s ,  the  p r in c ip a l  of w h ich  w a s  
to  e n s u r e  th e  sa lv a t io n  of so u ls ,  h a d  no t sh if ted  f r o m  th e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  
f e a r  of d e a th  w hich  g r ip  the  c h a r a c t e r s  in  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  ap o lo g u e ,  a n d  
no one e x p e c ts  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a t t i tu d e  to  be a n y  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  th a t  of 
h i s  a g e .  T h u s  a t  th is  s tage  the  poe t no t only  f e a r s  d e a th  a s  the  m o m e n t  
of s to c k - ta k in g  bu t s e e s  i t  a s  a m o n s t r o u s  im p e r f e c t io n  in  h u m a n  n a t u r e ,  
a s  a n  e v i l  w h ich  m u s t  be d re a d e d  a s  m u c h  a s  p o s s ib le  r a t h e r  th a n  p r e ­
c ip i ta te d ,  no m a t t e r  the  s i tu a t io n  in  w hich  one m a y  b e .  T h e  in f lu e n c e
of S e n e ca  now  co m b in e s  with th a t  of the  C h r i s t i a n  w r i t e r s  to  e x e r t  a n
im p a c t  on L a  F o n ta in e 's  a t t i tu d e  to  d e a th .
Q u 'o n  m e  ren d e  im po ten t,
C u l - d e - j a t t e ,  goutteux, m a n c h o t ,  p o u rv u  q u 'e n  s o m m e .
J e  v iv e ,  c 'e s t  a s s e z ,  je  s u is  p lu s  que c o n te n t .
F r o m  th i s  b r i e f  su rv e y  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  f id e l i ty  to  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
gLpologue e m e r g e  two im p o r tan t  f a c t s ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  th e  p o e t  i s  a  c o n — 
t in u a to r  of Æ s o p ,  and th a t  in  the  p r o c e s s  of h is  a m b i t io u s  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  
of th e  aeso p ic  a n e c d o te s  in to  in te l le c tu a l  p o e t ry ,  a  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  w h ic h  
we s h a l l  d i s c u s s  in  the  next c h a p te r ,  he  d o es  no t o v e r lo o k  o r  s a c r i f i c e
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th e  b a s i c  h o m e  t r u th s  on the  a l t a r  of e ru d i t io n .  I t  i s  no t th e s e  b a s i c  
t r u t h s  w h ich  ev e ry o n e  know s, o r  th e s e  a r e a s  of though t ab o u t h u m a n  
n a t u r e ,  in  w h ich  the  poet m a k e s  l i t t l e  o r  no a p p r e c ia b le  a l t e r a t i o n  in  
the  s e n s e  an d  s p i r i t  of the  t r a d i t io n a l  apo logue, th a t  i n t e r e s t  u s  h e r e .
We h a v e  d ra w n  attention; to th e m , a l l  th e  s a m e ,  m e r e l y  a s  a  s t a r t i n g  
po in t ,  a s  th e  b a s i s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  in te l le c tu a l  p lunge; an d  to  show  
h i s  u n f l in ch in g  fa i th  and  s t r i c t  a d h e re n c e  to w h a te v e r  he  kn o w s o r  b e ­
l i e v e s  to  be the  t ru th .  With th is  b a s e  e s ta b l i s h e d ,  we s h a l l  now  a t t e m p t  
an  a n a ly s i s  of th o se  a s p e c ts  of m a n  the  d i s c u s s io n  of w h ich  p r o v id e s  th e  
p o e t  w ith  a  c h an c e  to show h is  in te l le c tu a l  g row th  by  im p r o v in g  s ig n i f i ­
c a n t l y  upon  th e  in te l le c tu a l  con ten t of h is  t r a d i t io n a l  m o d e l .
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I"additional Apologue to  In te l le c tu a l  P o e t r y .
A s  L a  F o n ta in e  s te a d i ly  p e r f e c t e d  h is  p o e tic  a r t ,  an d  b e c a m e  
m o r e  m a t u r e ,  he  had  a ten d en cy  to  t h r u s t  h is  in te l l e c tu a l  p r e o c c u p a ­
t io n s  in to  h i s  v e r s e .  T h is  i s  only to  be  e x p ec ted .  F r o m  a n t iq u i ty ,  
p o e ts  h a d  know n th a t  th e i r  a r t  c o n s i s te d  in  s ing ing  in  m e a s u r e d  to n e s  
th e  p ro fo u n d  th o u g h ts  of a peop le . If the  poet w as  a s e e r ,  i t  w a s  b e ­
c a u s e  he  fa th o m e d  the  deep m e an in g  of th e s e  though ts  a n d  cou ld  sh ap e  
th e m  in to  go lden  w o rd s  and  h a rm o n io u s  e x p r e s s io n  so th a t  th e y  w ou ld  
im p r i n t  th e m s e lv e s  in  the  soul of m a n  an d  upon the  s p i r i t  of a  r a c e .  
P o e t r y  th u s  b e c a m e  a so c ia l  phen o m en o n  in  w hich  th e  poe t w as  r e s t r i c ­
te d  by  a  s e t  of r u l e s ,  the  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  of w hich  w a s  th e  m a in te n a n c e  
of th e  h a r m o n y  of s t r u c tu r e  and c o n ten t .  T h e r e  h a d  to  be  a  p r o p e r
b a la n c e  b e tw e e n  th e s e  co m p o n en ts .  A ny  a t te m p t  to  e n h an ce  one a t  th e
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e x p e n s e  of th e  o th e r  would le ad  to  p r o f e s s io n a l  f a i l u r e .  In  t h i s  w ay , 
p o e t r y  b e c a m e  no t only a w o rk  of a r t  bu t a  m e d iu m  f o r  co nvey ing  id e a s .  
L u c r e t i u s  an d  H o ra c e  h ad  u s e d  th i s  m e d iu m  w ith  g r e a t  s u c c e s s  b e c a u s e  
th e y  r e a l i z e d  th e  a ff in ity  be tw een  p o e t ry  an d  p h ilo so p h y . T o  m a in t a in  
th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  e q u i l ib r iu m , th a t  i s ,  to  b u ild  a b a la n c e d  s t r u c t u r e ,  t h e r e ­
f o r e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  had  to  be both  p o e tic  an d  in te l l e c tu a l .  B u t,  l ik e  e v e r y  
b u i ld e r ,  he  n e e d e d  raw  m a te r i a l s  an d  a b a s i s  upon w h ich  to  b u i ld ,
Æ s o p ’s a p o lo g u es  p ro v id ed  h im  w ith  th is  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e .
W e  have  a l r e a d y  noted , in  o u r  d i s c u s s io n  of th e  e v o lu t io n  of 
th e  v e r s e  f a b le ,  how the poet s u c c e s s f u l ly  t r a n s f o r m e d  th e  l i t e r a r y  f o r m  
of th e  apo logue  f r o m  d ry  p ro s e  to  b e au t i fu l ,  c o n d e n se d  p o e t r y .  I t  i s  i m ­
p o r ta n t  to  n o te  th a t  ju s t  a s  th is  o p e ra t io n  is  m o t iv a te d  by  th e  t a s t e  of 
h i s  ep o ch , th a t  i s ,  by the  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  t a s t e  f o r  b e a u t i fu l  p o e t r y ,  
so  is  th e  e x ten t  to  which he dev e lo p s  the  co n ten t  of h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  m o ­
d e l  d e te r m in e d  by  c o n te m p o ra ry  l im i ta t io n s  on the  s u b je c t  of p o e t r y .
W hat i n t e r e s t e d  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  th in k e r s  and  r e a d e r s  w a s  th e  s tu d y  
of m a n .  T h e  q u es t io n s  th a t  c o n s ta n t ly  h a u n ted  t h e i r  m in d s  w e r e  : 'w hat 
is m a n ?  How does  he differ, from " th e  gods on th e  one h a n d  an d  f r o m  
the  r e s t  of n a tu re  on the  o th e r?  W hat i s  the  d iv ine  e l e m e n t  in  m a n ?
A  d i f f e r e n t  s e t  of a n s w e rs  to  such  q u e s t io n s ,  o r  a  sh if t  of e m p h a s i s  in  
the  o ld  a n s w e r s ,  changes ' the  s ty le  a n d  su b je c t  m a t t e r  of p o e t r y  an d  th e  
p o e t 's  c o n cep tio n  of h is  func tion . T o  be a p oe t in  th e  c l a s s i c a l  F r e n c h  
s e n s e ,  th e r e f o r e ,  w as to be an  in te l l e c tu a l ,  o r  a  s tu d en t  of h u m a n
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n a tu r e  o r  a  " m o r a l i s t e " .  A s  the  E n g l ish  w o rd , " m o ra l is t" ,»  d o e s  n o t 
m e a n  e x a c t ly  th e  sam e  th ing a s  the  F r e n c h  w o rd , i t  i s  p e r h a p s  
n e c e s s a r y  to  point out tha t  the  t e r m  w as  u s e d  in  th e  s e v e n te e r th -c e n tu ry  
F r e n c h  s e n s e  to  d e s c r ib e  a w r i t e r  w hose  i n t e r e s t  w as  c e n t r e d  on the  
s tu d y  of m a n ,  th a t  i s ,  on m a n 's  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  s o c ie ty  an d  th e  u n i ­
v e r s e ,  h i s  p a s s io n s ,  em o tio n s ,  b e h a v io u r  and  p e r c e p t io n  of th e  w o r ld  
a ro u n d  h im .  One can  u n d e rs ta n d ,  th e r e f o r e ,  w hy the  s tu d y  of m a n  i s  
th e  c e n t r a l  th e m e  of the F a b le s  an d  the fo cu s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  i n t e l l e c -  
t u a l i s m .  T h e  n ew ly  evolved  v e r s e  fa b le ,  a s  d ev e lo p e d  and  e n la r g e d  b y  
h im ,  i s  a d e q u a te  fo r  h is  p u rp o se ,  f o r  i t  p r e s e r v e s  h i s  p o e t ry ,  w h ile  
s a t i s fy in g  the  n e ed  fo r  the c o m m u n ic a t io n  of id e a s .
M û r i ,  en  p le ine  p o s s e s s io n  de l u i - m ê m e .  L a  F o n ta in e  
e s t  v en u  a la  fable  p a rc e  q u 'a p r è s  s ' ê t r e  e s s a y e  en  
d iv e r s  s e n s ,  p a r  la  log ique  de son  e v o lu tio n  e t en  é t r o i t e  
l i a i s o n  avec  le s  c i r c o n s ta n c e s ,  i l  a  c o m p r i s  que p a r  e l le  
. . . . ,  i l  pouvait le  m ie u x  e x p r im e r ,  ou du m o in s  s u g g é r e r ,
ce  qui lu i  te n a i t  le  p lus  au  c œ u r .
T h u s  he  in fu s e s  in to  h is  fa b le s  a  body of id e a s  on th o se  c o m p le x  p r o b ­
l e m s  upon  w h ich  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  F r e n c h  in te l l e c tu a l s  e x e r c i s e d  
t h e i r  m in d s  : p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l  q u e s t io n s ,  the  p a ra d o x  of h u m a n  n a t u r e ,  
m e ta p h y s i c a l  sp ec u la t io n s ,  the  p ro b le m s  of h a p p in e s s  and  s u f fe r in g  h e r e  
on e a r t h .  T h is  new  use  of the  fab le  c h an g es  th e  c h a r a c t e r  and  s co p e  
of th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  apologue, t r a n s f o r m in g  i t  in to  a n  in te l l e c tu a l  o rg a n .
O u r  o b je c t iv e  in th is  £^ctw n . is  to  a t te m p t  an  a s s e s s m e n t  of L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  in te l le c tu a l  grow th in t e r m s  of the  e x ten t  to  w h ich  he  s u c c e e d s
in  th i s  t r a n s f o r m a t io n .
One of the  c l e a r e s t  \nS^<xthnS o f the  p o e t 's  sh if t  f r o m  ap o lo g u e  
to  i n te l l e c tu a l  p o e t ry  is  seen  in  the  su b tle  m a n n e r  in  w h ich  h e  t u r n s  
th e  aeso p ic  a n e c d o te s  into p o li t ic a l  i n s t r u m e n t s .  P o e t r y ,  a s  w e h av e  
a l r e a d y  n o te d ,  is  a so c ia l  a c t iv i ty ,  s in ce  p o e ts  v e r s i f y  th e  th o u g h ts  a n d  
a c t io n s  of s o c ie ty .  An a p p re c ia t io n  of th is  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  a  c e r ­
t a in  f o r m  of p o e t ry  and a g iven s o c ia l  o r  p o l i t i c a l  s i tu a t io n  i s  a  n e c e s ­
s a r y  p r e r e q u i s i t e  to the  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  f o r m a t io n  of L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
p o l i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e .  It i s  to  be n o ted  th a t  th e  poe t w as  n e v e r  a  p o l i t i c a l  
a n a ly s t  in  th e  sam e  w ay th a t  he w as  a  l i t e r a r y  t h e o r i s t .  We do no t 
t h e r e f o r e  n e ed  to look fo r  any  p o l i t ic a l  v o lu m e s  h e  m a y  h av e  r e a d  o r
177. J a s i n s k i ,  R . L a  F o n ta in e  e t le  p r e m i e r  r e c u e i l  d e s  f a b le s ,  P a r i s ,  
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th e  p a r t i c u l a r  p a r t i e s  to w hich he ow ed a l le g ia n c e ,  f o r  t h e r e  a r e  s c a r ­
c e ly  a n y  th a t  a r e  w orth  m en tio n in g .  H e w as  no t a  p o l i t i c ia n  a s  su ch  
bu t a  l i t e r a r y  m a n ,  a  poet. But p o e t r y  b e ing  a  s o c ia l  p h en o m en o n ,  th e  
p oe t co u ld  h a r d ly  h e lp  being  invo lved  in  the  s o c ia l  an d  p o l i t i c a l  a s p i r a ­
t io n s  of h i s  a g e ,  thus  rriaking h is  v e r s e  a p p r e c ia b ly  p o l i t i c a l .  I t  i s  
t h e r e f o r e  in  th e  sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  s o c ia l  a n d  p o l i t ic a l  s i tu a t io n s  th a t  
one m u s t  lo o k  fo r  the  f a c to r s  th a t  co n d it io n ed  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p o l i t ic a l  
th in k in g ,  b e a r in g  a lw ays  in  m in d  th a t  w hat h e  c h o se  o r  o v e r lo o k e d  in  
h is  m o d e l  d ep en d e d  on i t s  r e le v a n c e  to  th e s e  s i tu a t io n s .
F r a n c e  of the  p o e t 's  epoch  w a s  u n d e r  an  a b so lu te  m o n a r c h ,
L o u is  XIV, w h o se  w o rd s  w e re  law  an d  w hose  p a t ro n a g e  w a s  v i r t u a l l y  
in d i s p e n s a b le  to  anyone anx ious  to s u c c e e d  in  h i s  c h o se n  c a r e e r .  M i n i s ­
t e r s  of S ta te  w e r e  su b jec t  to  the  K ing  an d  co u ld  be  d is c ip l in e d ,  r e m o v e d  
f r o m  o ff ice ,  im p r i s o n e d  fo r  l ife  o r  ev en  e x e c u te d  a t  h i s  p l e a s u r e ,  a s  
w a s  th e  c a s e  w ith  F o u q u e t .  T he  a c t iv i t i e s  of the  K ing  an d  h i s  m i n i s t e r ^ ,  
a s  w e l l  a s  th e  m a j o r  so c ia l ,  po litica l, and  e c o n o m ic  e v e n ts  of the  k in g ­
d o m  found  e x p r e s s io n  in  the  v e r s e s  of th e  p o e ts  a n d  th e  w o rk s  of o th e r  
l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t s .  But th e r e  w as  a  l im i t  to  w ha t w r i t e r s  cou ld  e x p r e s s  
in  t h e i r  w o r k s .  A s t r i c t  c e n s o r s h ip  of the  in fo r m a t io n  m e d ia  w a s  m a i n ­
ta in e d  b y  th e  a u th o r i t i e s .  G iven th i s  s i tu a t io n ,  l i t e r a r y  m e n  f e l l  b a c k  
on c la n d e s t in e  w r i t in g .  T h ey  u s e d  inn u en d o es  r a t h e r  th a n  f o r th r ig h t  e x ­
p r e s s i o n s ,  and  c lo th ed  th e i r  though ts  in  v a r io u s  f o r m s  of a l l e g o r y ,  
r a n g in g  f r o m  p r o v e r b  to  apo logue. T h i s  w as  th e  s i tu a t io n  in  w h ich  th e  
n e w ly  e v o lv ed  v e r s e  fab le  p ro v e d  of in e s t im a b le  v a lu e  to  L a  F o n ta in e .  
U n d e r  th e  g u ise  of t r a n s la t in g  o r  v e r s i fy in g  Æ s o p ' s  a p o lo g u e s ,  h e  p lu n g ed  
in to  p o l i t i c a l  p o e try ,  a i r in g  h is  "views cn the  m o s t  s e n s i t iv e  i s s u e s  of th e  
d a y .
T h e  m o s t  re le v a n t  of such  i s s u e s ,  a t  l e a s t  a s  f a r  a s  th e  p oe t 
w a s  c o n c e rn e d ,  w as  the  F ouque t a f f i a r .  W e  a l r e a d y  know  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
c o n n e c t io n s  w ith  the  fa l len  F in a n c e  M in i s t e r .  N a tu r a l ly ,  one of the- e a r ­
l i e s t  d e m o n s t r a t io n s  of the  p o e t 's  p o l i t ic a l  u s e  of th e  fa b le  w a s  h i s  a d a p ­
t a t io n  of the  m e d iu m  to the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  s u r ro u n d in g  th e  m i n i s t r y  a n d  
f a l l  of F o u q u e t .  In one of Æ s o p ' s  a p o lo g u es  e n t i t l e d  L 'A n e ,  le  R e n a r d  
e t le  L ion , the  a s s  and the fox e n te r  in to  a  h u n tin g  a l l i a n c e .  W hen 
su d d en ly  a l io n  a p p e a r s  in  t h e i r  pa th , th e  fox  r e a l i z e s  th e  d a n g e r  th a t
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t h r e a t e n s  th e m ,  and  going up to  the  l ion , he u n d e r ta k e s  to  h a n d  o v e r  
the  a s s  to  h im  in  exchange fo r  a g u a ra n te e  of s e c u r i ty .  On r e c e iv in g  
the  l io n  s p r o m i s e  to  le t  h im  go, he le a d s  the  a s s  in to  a  t r a p .  B ut 
the  l io n ,  w hen  he  s e e s  th a t  the  a s s  canno t p o s s ib ly  e s c a p e ,  s e i z e s  th e  
fox  f i r s t ,  a n d  th e n  goesi a f te r  the  a s s  a t  h is  l e i s u r e .  T h i s  a n e c d o te  
i s  u s e d  b y  TFsop to  d e m o n s t ra te  th a t  th o se  who plo t a g a in s t  t h e i r
f r i e n d s  o f ten  f in d  to  th e i r  s u r p r i s e  th a t  th ey  d e s t r o y  th e m s e lv e s  in to
_ , . 178the b a r g a in .
T a k in g  up th is  ep iso d e . L a  F o n ta in e  t r a n s f o r m s  i t  in to  a  c o m ­
p le t e ly  n ew  fa b le .  L e  R e n a rd  et l 'E c u r e u i l .  He r e t a in s  one of th e  o r i ­
g in a l  c h a r a c t e r s  of Æ s o p ,  n a m e ly ,  the  fox, b u t s u b s t i tu te s  th e  s q u i r r e l  
f o r  th e  a s s ,  w h ile  two o th e r  s e e m in g ly  u n r e la t e d  c h a r a c t e r s ,  the  s t o r m  
an d  the h u n te r ,  a r e  inven ted  to  s h a r e  b e tw een  th e m  th e  ro le  o r ig in a l ly  
p la y e d  b y  th e  l io n .  O ur poet d a r e s  no t m e n t io n  th e  l io n  in  th i s  p a r t i ­
c u l a r  f a b le ,  g iven  the  h ighly  ex p lo s iv e  s i tu a t io n  a t  the  v e r y  t im e  he w a s  
c o m p o s in g  i t ,  f o r  th is  would have m a d e  h is  in te n t io n  too  g la r in g ly  o b ­
v io u s  to  th e  a u th o r i t i e s .  L o u is  XIV w as  p o p u la r ly  an d  a f fe c t io n a te ly  r e ­
f e r r e d  to  b y  h i s  a d m i r e r s  a s  "L e  L io n " ,  a s  w e ll  a s  the  b e t te r - k n o w n  
" L e  R o i S o le i l " .  O bviously , i t  w ould  h av e  b e e n  u n sa fe  to  u s e  a n y  of 
t h e s e  t a g s  in  so  s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  a s i tu a t io n  a s  th e  poe t in te n d e d  to  p o r ­
t r a y  in  th i s  f a b le .  So he d ro p s  th e  n a m e  " l io n "  f r o m  i t .  B u t th i s  p r u ­
d en t m e a s u r e  in  no way a f fe c ts  h i s  m a j o r  o b je c t iv e ,  f o r ,  w hen  i t  i s  r e ­
c a l l e d  th a t  th e  fox  and  the  s q u i r r e l  w e r e  the  r e s p e c t iv e  e m b le m s  of th e  
P r i m e  M in i s t e r ,  C o lb e r t ,  and  the  F in a n c e  M in i s t e r ,  F o u q u e t ,  i t  w i l l  
s t i l l  b e  e a s i l y  s e e n  how the o r ig in a l  apo logue  h a s ,  in  the  h a n d s  of L a  
F o n ta in e ,  a s s u m e d  a p o li t ic a l  sy m b o l is m ,  r e p r e s e n t i n g  the  r i v a l r y  b e t ­
w een  th e  tw o m i n i s t e r s .  It w il l  be  r e c a l l e d  th a t  i t  w a s  C olbert- who, 
l ik e  h i s  p o l i t ic a l  e m b lem , the  fox, b e t r a y e d  F o u q u e t  b e fo re  th e  K ing , 
an d  who o r g a n iz e d  the  m i n i s t e r ' s  dow nfall ,  on ly  to  f a l l  ou t of fa v o u r  
w ith  th e  K ing l a t e r  in h is  own c a r e e r ,  a f t e r  F o u q u e t  h a d  b e e n  s e c u r e ly  
lo ck ed  up in  th e  s tro n g  f o r t r e s s  of P ig n e r o l .  A lth o u g h  th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  
fab le  i s  l i s t e d  u n d e r  "A ppendix" in  s o m e  m o d e r n  e d i t io n s  of L a  F o n ­
ta in e ,  i t  is  shown in the  M a n u s c r i t s  C o n r a r t  a s  the  f i r s t  of the  
p o e t 's  t e n  e a r l i e s t  fa b le s ,  co m p o se d  b e tw e e n  1661 and  1663, w hen  th e
178. E s o p e ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 119-120, fab le  270.
179. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 174,
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F o u q u e t  a f f a i r  w as  be ing  p ro b ed . O b v ious ly , i t s  p u b l ic a t io n  w a s  '  
w i th h e ld  u n ti l  l a t e r  in L a  F o n ta in e ’s c a r e e r ,  and  we know  th e  r e a s o n .  
T h ro u g h o u t  the  p e r io d  of F o u q u e t 's  c o n f in em en t and  t r i a l ,  C o lb e r t  n o t  
on ly  e x i le d  th e  f o r m e r  s defence  c o u n se l ,  J a n n a r t ,  bu t a l s o  m a in t a in e d  
a r i g o r o u s  c e n s o r s h ip  J f  the in fo rm a t io n  m e d ia  to  e n s u r e  th a t  h is  
f a l l e n  r i v a l  l a c k e d  the f a c i l i t i e s  an d  su p p o r t  w hich  h e  n e e d e d  f o r  h i s
d e fe n c e .  O u tsp o k en  s y m p a th iz e r s  w e r e  im p r i s o n e d  in  the  B a s t i l l e .
A s  R e n e  J a s i n s k i  pu ts  i t .
L a  B a s t iU e  re g o rg e a i t  d ' i m p r i m e u r s  co n v a in c u s ,  ou 
so u p ço n n e s  d 'a v o i r  t r a v a i l l é  p o u r  M m e , F o u q u e t .  On 
s u r v e i l l a i ^  l e s  o u v r ie r s  a  P a r i s ,  l e s  l i b r a i r e s  a  L yon , 
a R o m e ,  a  C aen. Q uant aux  f a i s e u r s  de g a z e t te s  a  
l a  m a in ,  on le s  envoyait aux  g a l è r e s .  C 'é t a i t  p lus  
s im p le  que de le s  f a i r e  j u g e r  p a r  l e s  je u n e s  c o n s e i l l e r s  
du P a r l e m e n t ,  to u jo u rs  d i s p o s e s  a  c r e e r  d e s  ennu is  
au  p o u v o ir ,  181
*
D e s p i te  th i s  t h r e a t .  L a  F o n ta in e  s u c c e e d e d  in  add ing  h is  m a n u s c r i p t  
f a b le s  to  th e  v o lu m e  of c lan d es t in e  l i t e r a t u r e ,  p ro d u c e d  d u r in g  th is  
p e r io d ,  in  s u p p o r t  of the  e x tra v a g a n t  bu t i l l - u s e d  M in i s t e r .  W hen p r o ­
t e s t s  a g a in s t  C o lb e r t ' s  c o r ru p t io n ,  h y p o c r i s y  an d  ty r a n n y  f looded  th e  
r o y a l  c o u r t ,  and  the  K in g 's  su sp ic io n  of h im  in c r e a s e d ,  o u r  p o e t 's  
c la n d e s t in e  f a b le s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  th o s e  f o r m in g  p a r t  of B ooks V and  VI 
of th e  m o d e r n  ed it io n s  of the F a b l e s , g re w  in c r e a s in g ly  m i l i t a n t  in  
c o n d e m n a t io n  of C o lb e r t ' s  ty ran n y , c o r r u p t io n  and  m a l a d m in i s t r a t i o n .
H e found  in  t h r e e  o th e r  aesopic  ap o lo g u es  : B o ré e  e t le  S o l e i l ,  L e  L o u p
182et l 'A n e  and  L a  M agic ienne  , a  m e a n s  of co n d em n in g , r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  (VI, 3), c o n tro l le d  e co n o m y  (VI, 4) an d  c h a r l a t a n i s m  
w hich  duped  bo th  K m g  and p r in c e s  (VI, 19). U n d e r  c o v e r  of t r a n s l a ­
t in g  Æ s o p ' s  L e  R e n a rd  et le Singe é lu  r o i  an d  L e  B o u v ie r  e t  le  L io n ^ ^^
s a r c a s m s  a r e  h e a p e d  not only on C o lb e r t ' s  p o s i t io n  a s  P r i m e  M in i s t e r  
(VI, 6), bu t on h is  cow ard ly  and d e sp ic a b le  c h a r a c t e r  a s  a  m a n  (VI, 1).
H is  a r t i f i c i a l  n o b il i ty  i s  s a t i r i z e d  in  L e  M ule t se  v a n ta n t  de sa  g é n é a -
184 ‘
lo g ie  (VI, 7), ad ap ted  f ro m  Æ s o p ' s  L a  M ule , w h ile  h is  e v e n tu a l
180. B ib lio th è q u e  de l 'A r s e n a l ,  (M s. 5420, XI, 1^^ p a r t i e ) .
181. J a s i n s k i ,  R . , Op. C i t . ,  I, p. 101.
182. E s o p e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p p . 34, 100-101 , 43, f a b le s  73, 228, 91 »
183. I b i d . , pp. 20, 35, fa b le s  38, 74.
184. I b i d . ,  p . 58, fab le  . 128. . i .
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d o w n fa ll  i s  p r e d ic te d  in L 'A ne  v ê tu  de la  peau  du L io n  (V, 21), th e  
l a t t e r  b e in g ,  ag a in ,  a c le v e r  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  of two c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  
a p o lo g u e s  n a r r a t e d  by  Æ s o p ,  n a m e ly ,  L 'A n e  r e v ê tu  de la  p e au  du  L io n  
R e n a r d  and  L 'A ne  qui p a s s a i t  p o u r  ê t r e  un L i o n . Æ s o p  u s e s  
t h e s e  a p o lo g u e s  to  d e s c r ib e  people  who, by pu tting  on a i r s ,  m a n a g e  to  
p a s s  f o r  w ha t th e y  a r e  not, only to  be e x p o sed  l a t e r  on. L a  F o n ta in e  
h a s  th e  in tu i t io n  and p re s e n c e  of m in d  to  ap p ly  the  tw in  a n e c d o te s  to  
the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of h is  own epoch , f ind ing  in  C o l b e r t ' s  fu t i le  e f f o r t  
to  m a s q u e r a d e  a s  a  m a n  of h o n our, a  s i tu a t io n  a s  r id ic u lo u s  a s  th a t  of 
a n  a s s  p a s s in g  f o r  a l ion . J u s t  a s  no c o u n te r fe i t  of any  good q u a l i ty  
o r  v i r t u e  c an  w ith s ta n d  the t e s t  of t im e ,  so  a r e  C o l b e r t ' s  h id d e n  v i c e s  
bound  to  l e a d  u l t im a te ly  to  h is  d i s g r a c e  an d  dow nfa ll .
F o r c e  gens font du b r u i t  en  F r a n c e ,
P a r  qui ce t  apologue e s t  re n d u  f a m i l i e r .
Un equipage c a v a l ie r  *
F a i t  l e s  t r o i s  q u a r t s  de l e u r  v a i l l a n c e .
T h u s ,  th ro u g h  the  ingenious m e d iu m  of the  f a b le .  L a  F o n ta in e  a i r s  h i s  
v ie w s  on th e  m o s t  d e l ica te  p o l i t ic a l  i s s u e s  of th e  day  w ithou t c o m p r o m i­
s in g  h is  p e r s o n a l  l ib e r ty .  A f te r  a l l ,  i s  he no t j u s t  a  t r a n s l a t o r  of 
Æ s o p ?  A nd  c a n  anyone be p ro s e c u te d  f o r  v e r s i f y in g  t r a d i t io n a l  f a i r y  
t a l e s ?
B ut ru n n in g  p a ra l l e l  to th e s e  a c t iv i t i e s  a r e  h i s  deep  p o l i t i c a l  
b e l i e f s .  T h e  l a t t e r  a r e  the lo g ic a l  i s s u e s  of h is  c o n c e p t io n  of h u m a n  
n a tu r e  a t  th i s  s ta g e .  Man, a s  we have  s e e n ,  i s  w e ak ,  c o a r s e ,  m o r e  
w ick ed  an d  v ic io u s  th an  the b e a s t s ,  and , t h e r e f o r e ,  in c a p a b le  of good 
w ithou t so m e  c o n tro l l in g  influence  o r  a u th o r i ty ,  w h ich  c an  r e p r e s s  v ic e  
an d  a n a r c h y .  O nly  the law  of the  ju n g le ,  c h ao s  and  m i s e r y  co u ld  r e ­
su l t  f r o m  m a n  a c t in g  on h is  own n a tu r a l  i n s t i n c t s .  F o llo w in g  th is  b e ­
l ie f ,  L a  F o n ta in e 's  po li t ica l  v iew s a t  th is  t im e  a r e  q u ite  o f ten  in  s u p p o r t  
of a u th o r i ty ,  i r r e s p e c t iv e  of h is  ta k in g  s id e s  w ith  F o u q u e t .  H is  o v e r a l l  
a t t i tu d e  is  r a t h e r  n a t io n a l is t ic .  A n  e x am p le  of h is  su p p o r t  of a u th o r i ty  
i s  s e e n  in  th e  u s e  he m a k e s  of ye t  a n o th e r  aesop ic  ap o lo g u e ,  L 'E s to m a c  
e t l e s  P i e d s ,  In  th is  anecdo te , the  s to m a c h  and  th e  f e e t  a r e  a r g u in g  
w ith  e a c h  o th e r  about th e i r  r e la t iv e  s t r e n g th .  T h e  f e e t  k e e p  on s a y in g
185. E s o p e ,  O p . C it. ,  ^ pp. 118, 123, fa b le s  2 67 and  279.
186. - L a  F o n t a i n e ,  . Op. Cit. , p .  110, F a b le s ,  V , 21, 11. 11 -  I ' t .
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th a t  th e y  m u s t  be m uch  s t ro n g e r  an d  m o r e  im p o r ta n t  th a n  th e  s to m a c h ,
s in c e  th e y  a c tu a l ly  c a r r y  it abou t. " T h a t 's  a l l  v e r y  w e l l ,  m y  f r ien d s ' , ' .
r e p l i e s  th e  s to m a c h ,  "but if I ^ p  supp ly ing  you w ith  n o u r i s h m e n t ,
you won t be  a b le  to c a r r y  m e .  " T h is  e p iso d e  is  in te n d e d  b y  Æ s o p
to  a p p ly  to  th e  a n c ien t  G reek  a r m y  :
II en  va  a in s i  dans le s  a r m e e s  : le  n o m b r e ,  le  p lus  
so u v en t,  n'^ei^ r ie n ,  s i  l e s  ch efs  n 'e x c e l l e n t  p a s  dans  
le  c o n s e i l .
L a  F o n ta in e  m o d if ie s  both the fo r m  and  th e  co n ten t  of th e  a p o lo g u e ,  
an d  a p p l ie s  i t  to  the  com m on peop le  of F r a n c e ,  who w e r e  g ru m b l in g  
a g a in s t  w h a t  th e y  r e g a rd e d  a s  the  e x t r a v a g a n t  an d  id le  lu x u ry  of th e  
K ing  an d  h i s  n o b le s  v i s - a - v i s  the  p easan ts*  b u rd e n  of f o r c e d  la b o u r ,  
h e a v y  ta x a t io n ,  h a r s h  econom ic  la w s  and  g r in d in g  p o v e r ty .
II fa u d ro i t ,  d i s o ie n t - i l s ,  s a n s  n o u s  q u ' i l  v é c u t  d ' a i r ,
' \  -  *
N ous su o n s ,  nous peinons c o m m e  b ê te s  de s o m m  e;
E t  p o u r  qu i?  pour lu i seu l; nous  n 'e n  p ro f i to n s  p as ;
N o tr e  so in  n 'ab o u ti t  q u 'a  f o u r n i r  s e s  r e p a s .
C h o m m o n s ,  c 'e s t  un m e t i e r  q u ' i l  v eu t  n ous  f a i r e  a p p r e n d r e .
T h e  p o e t  show s th e  r e a d e r  how th e  r e b e l l io n  of th e  b o d i ly  o r g a n s  a g a in s t
the  s to m a c h  tu r n s  in to  a  b o o m e ra n g ,  f o r ,  a s  e a c h  of th e  r e b e l  m e m b e r s
p in e s  a w ay  an d  c a n  hold  out no lo n g e r ,  th e y  f ind  th a t  th e y  can n o t  d i s -
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p e n se  w ith  the  s to m a c h .  T r a n s p o s e d  in to  the  c o n te m p o r a r y  p o l i t i c a l  
s i tu a t io n ,  th e  fab le  b e co m e s  a p le a  to  F r e n c h m e n  n o t to  r e v o l t  a g a in s t  
t h e i r  m o n a r c h ,  f o r  id le  and u s e l e s s  a s  th e  l a t t e r  s e e m e d ,  h e  w a s  f u l ­
f i l l in g  an  im p o r ta n t  ro le  in the  b o d y -p o l i t ic .
C e c i  p eu t  s 'a p p l iq u e r  à la '  g r a n d e u r  r o y a le .
E l le  r e ç o i t  et donne, e t l a  ch o se  e s t  é g a lé .
T o u t  t r a v a i l l e  pour e lle ,  e t r é c ip r o q u e m e n t  
T o u t t i r e  d 'e l le  l 'a l i m e n t .
L a  F o n ta in e  is  h e r e  defending the  m o n a r c h y  an d  th e  F r e n c h  c o lo n ia l i s t  
p ro p a g a n d a ,  b a s e d  on p ropp ing  up F r a n c e  w ith  w e a l th  d r a in e d  f r o m  h e r  
v a s t  c o lo n ia l  e m p i r e .  On s e v e r a l  o c c a s io n s ,  th e  K in g 's  p o l ic y  of c o n ­
q u e s t s  c a m e  u n d e r  s e c r e t  but s e v e r e  c r i t i c i s m .  T h e  m o n a r c h  w a s .  a c ­
c u s e d  of n e g le c t in g  the  w e ll-b e in g  of the  p eo p le  and  s q u a n d e r in g  the  
n a t io n a l  w e a l th  on c o s t ly  w a r s .  Gui P a t in ,  D ean  of th e  F a c u l ty  of
187. E s o p e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 70, fab le  159.
188. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 90, F a b le s  , HI, 2, 11. 9 -1 3 .
189. I b i d . ,  11. 17 -23 .
190. Ib id , 11. 24 -2 7 ,
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M e d ic in e  of the  U n iv e rs i ty  of P a r i s  and  P r o f e s s o r  a t  th e  R o y a l  C o l le g e ,
g iv e s  a n  id e a  of the  s i tu a t io n  in  one of h is  l e t t e r s  :
On d it  que le ro i  se p la in t  q u ' i l  a a f f a i r e  d 'a r g e n t .
E n f in ,  on ne p a r le  que d 'a r g e n t ,  nous s o m m e s  au  
s i e c l e . d 'a rg en t^  . . .  L a  pa ix  e s t  fa i te ,  le  r o i  e s t  m a r i e ,  
m a i s  l e s  im p ô ts  ne d im in u en t  po in t.  N ous a u r io n s  
b e s o in  de quelque h o m m e  de b ie n  qui p a r l â t  au ro i  
e t  qu i lu i  f i t  e jitendre  l ' e t a t  p r e s e n t  de s e s  a f f a i r e s  
e t  l e s  c a la m i té s  pub liques  de son  p a u v re  ro y a u m e  
dont p e r s o n n e -n e  lu i p a r le .
B u t o u r  p o e t ,  a p o s t le  of peace  and  n o n -v io le n c e ,  d o e s  not s u b s c r ib e  to  
a n y th in g  th a t  w ould  le a d  to i n s u r r e c t i o n  o r  v io le n t  r e v o lu t io n .  H e  c o n ­
d e m n s  th e  r e v o l t  of L e s  G re n o u il le s  qu i d em an d e n t  un r o i , w a r n in g  h i s  
c o u n t r y m e n  th ro u g h  th is  m ed iu m , to  a d ju s t  t h e m s e lv e s  to  th e  e x is t in g  
g o v e rn m e n t  f o r  f e a r  of jum ping  f r o m  the  f ry in g  pan  to  the  f i r e .
D e c e l u i - c i  c o n ten tez -v o u s ,  «
192D e p e u r  d 'e n  r e n c o n t r e r  un  p i r e .
In  th e  s a m e  s p i r i t ,  he s t ig m a t iz e s  the  c o r r u p t  p r a c t i c e s  of th e  r e v e n u e  
c o l l e c t o r s ,  who often  chea ted  the  R o y a l  T r e a s u r y  by  m i s a p p r o p r i a t i n g  
th e  g r e a t e r  p ro p o r t io n  of the  funds th e y  c o l le c te d .  W h en ev e r  c au g h t ,  
i n s i s t s  o u r  p o e t ,  th e y  should be m a d e  to  d is g o rg e  t h e i r  i l l - g o t t e n  
w e a l th  :
193V ous  ê t e s  m a ig re  e n t r e e ,  i l  fau t  m a i g r e  s o r t i r .
T h e  fu n c tio n  of the King is  to  " d i s t r i b u e r  en  cen t  l i e u x  s e s  
194g r a c e s  s o u v e r a in e s " .  The w o rd  " g r â c e " ,  a s  u s e d  h e r e ,  s u g g e s t s
th a t  the  r o y a l  fa v o u rs  w e re  g ra tu i to u s .  No one h a d  a n  a b s o lu te  r ig h t  
to  th e m  an d  th e  m o n a rc h  w as acc o u n ta b le  to  nobody  f o r  th e  w a y  a n d  
m a n n e r  he  d i s t r ib u te d  th e m . T h e  n o b le s ,  d o m e s t i c a te d  a t  C o u r t ,  
th ro n g e d  th e  P a la c e  of V e r s a i l l e s ,  an d  e x p e c te d  f r o m  th e  K in g  a lo n e  
th e  f a v o u r s  in  c a s h  and k ind  w hich  th e y  b a d ly  n e e d e d  to  s u r v iv e .  In  r e ­
tu r n ,  th e y  p ro v id e d  the King with m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e .  T h i s  s i tu a t io n  i n ­
f lu e n c e d  L a  F o n ta in e 's  idea  of s o c ia l  p o l i t i c s .  F i r s t ,  the  s o c ia l  i n s t i ­
tu t io n s  a n d  c l a s s e s  a r e  a s  c lo s e ly  dep en d en t upon e a c h  o th e r  a s  th e  
o r g a n s  of a  l iv in g  body. E a c h  i s  im p o r ta n t  in  i t s  own r o le  an d  none  c an  
s u rv iv e  w ithou t the  o th e r s .  Second ly , s o c ie ty  i s  a  ju n g le ,  w h o se  in h a b i -
1 9 1 . Gui P a t in ,  L e t t r e s ,  P a r i s ,  1661, t . I I I ,  pp . 3 7 9 -3 8 5 .
1 9 2 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 91, HI, 4, 11. 3 6 -3 7 .
1 9 3 . I b i d . ,  p. 95, III, 17, 1 .18.
1 9 4 . I b i d . ,  p . 9 0 , III, 2, 1 .31 .
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t a n t  s a r e  en g ag ed  in  a fe ro c io u s  s t ru g g le  f o r  s u rv iv a l ,  h e n c e  the  i n e v i ­
ta b le  e x i s t e n c e  of the  " m a n g e u r s "  an d  th e  " m a n g e s " .
T h e  p o e t 's  m o n a rc h ic a l  te n d e n c ie s  a r e  the  p ro d u c ts  p a r t l y  of 
th e  t i m e s  an d  p a r t l y  of jiis so c ia l  b a c k g ro u n d .  A s  a  m i d d l e - c l a s s  i n ­
t e l l e c tu a l  f r o m  a s m a l l  p ro v in c ia l  tow n, in  an  age  w hen  the  p ro v in c ia l  
f e u d a l  l o r d s  an d  a d m in i s t r a to r s  cou ld  h a r d ly  be r e l i e d  upon to  be  f a i r  
an d  ju s t ,  he  s e e m s  to have p r e f e r r e d  the  K in g 's  c e n t r a l  a d m in i s t r a t i o n  
to  p r o v in c ia l  fe u d a l i s m .  T h is  i s  no t to  s a y  th a t  he  i s  ig n o ra n t  of th e  
e v i ls  of r o y a l  d e s p o t i s m ,  but he s e e s  the  l a t t e r  a s  th e  l e s s e r  of tw o
e v i l s .  H is  a t t i tu d e  is ,  above a l l ,  one of r e c o n c i l i a t io n  an d  m u tu a l  c o ­
o p e r a t io n .  T h u s  the  ep isode  of L a  C h a u v e - s o u r i s  e t  l e s  deux  b e l e t t e s  
co u ld  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  the  sy n th e s is  of h i s  p o l i t ic a l  though t a t  th i s  s ta g e  :
L e  s ag e  c r i e  se lon  le s  gens:  .
V ive  le  R o il  Vive la  L ig u e  1 *
If  L a  F o n ta in e  te n d s  to p r e f e r  c o n s t i tu te d  m o n a r c h y  a s  th e  c e n t r a l  a u th o ­
r i t y ,  i t  i s  b e c a u s e  he d em ands  of w h o e v e r  w ould  o ccu p y  th a t  p o s i t io n  
c e r t a i n  q u a l i t i e s  of c h a r a c te r  w hich  w ould  m a k e  th e  m o n a r c h  a  f a t h e r  of 
h i s  p e o p le .  T h e  poet cannot conce ive  th e  id e a  of th e  s o v e r e ig n ty  of th e  
p eo p le ;  a t  t h i s  s tag e  of h is  evo lu tion  th e  t e r m  h o ld s  no a t t r a c t i o n s  f o r  
h im  a s  i t  d o e s  fo r  R o u sse au ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a  c e n tu r y  l a t e r .  B u t th e  
m e r i t  a n d  m a in  i n t e r e s t  of h is  p o l i t ic a l  id e a s  l ie  in  th e  w ay  th e y  b e a u t i ­
fu l ly  f i t  in to  th e  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  s o c ia l  and  p o l i t i c a l  p a t t e r n .  A p o ­
lo g u e s  h a v e  now  b e co m e  s h a rp  i n s t r u m e n ts  of p o l i t i c a l  p o le m ic s ,  t u r n in g  
o u r  p o e t  f r o m  a  m e r e  fab u l is t ,  in  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  s e n s e  of th e  w o rd ,  in to  
a  v ig i la n t  p ro p h e t  of so c ia l  h a rm o n y  an d  n a t io n a l  u n i ty .  W ith  th e  e x p r e s ­
s io n  of th e  id e a  th a t  e v e ry  c r e a tu r e  h a s  an  a s s ig n e d  an d  im p o r ta n t  r o l e  
in  th e  g e n e r a l  o r d e r  of th in g s ,  he  h a s  now  in t r o d u c e d  th e  g e r m  of th e  
g r e a t  m e ta p h y s ic a l  p o s tu la te  of p r e - e s t a b l i s h e d  h a r m o n y  in  n a t u r e  w h ich  
he  i s  to  d ev e lo p  te n  y e a r s  l a t e r  in  th e  s e c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b l e s .
B ut i t  i s  not only in  the  p o l i t i c a l  d o m a in  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  c o n ­
v e r t s  th e  apo logue  in to  an  in te l le c tu a l  o rg a n .  H is  a t t i tu d e  to  e g o is m  a l s o  
m a r k s  a n  in te l le c tu a l  advance  f r o m  t r a d i t i o n a l  th o u g h t.  Æ s o p  in  n e a r l y
1 9 5 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 90, IH, 2.
1 9 6 . I b i d . ,  p .  84, II, 5, 11 .33-34.
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a l l  th e  fa b le s  a t t r ib u te d  to h im , t a k e s  a  n eg a t iv e  v iew  of e g o is m .
A m o n g  the  w r i t e r s  of the  s e v e n te en th  c e n tu r y  who h a n d le d  t h i s  s u b je c t  
w a s  B la i s e  P a s c a l .  The l a t t e r  c r y s t a l l i z e s  b r ie f ly ,  bu t w ith  a  d e e p e r  
p e r c e p t iv e n e s s  th an  the  le g e n d a ry  Æ sop, the  p h en o m en o n  of e g o is m  a n d  
i t s  a m b iv a le n c e .  T he ego, he w r i t e s ,  w a n ts  to  be g r e a t  and  p e r f e c t ,  
bu t  s e e s  i t s e l f  s m a l l  and im p e r fe c t .  I t  t h e r e f o r e  c r a v e s  f o r  love  a n d  
e s t e e m  a n d  ev en  p r e f e r s  e s te e m  b a s e d  on fa ls e h o o d  to  t r u t h  th a t  d i m i ­
n i s h e s  i t .  T h e  p u r s u i t  of re p u ta t io n ,  g lo ry  an d  i m m o r t a l  fa m e  i s  a
197m a r k  of b a s e n e s s  in hum an  n a tu re .  B ut l a t e r  on, P a s c a l  i s  f o r c e d
to  c o n ced e  th a t  th is  b a s e n e s s ,  w hich  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  in  m a n 's  e f f o r t
to  s a t i s f y  h i s  ego , i s  a lso  a sign of m a n 's  e x c e l le n c e  and  g r e a t n e s s  a s
a p r iv i l e g e d  c r e a t u r e .
L a  p lu s  g ran d e  b a s s e s s e  de l 'h o m m e  e s t  la  
r e c h e r c h e  de la  g lo ire ,  m a i s  c 'e s t  c e la  m ê m e  qu i * 
e s t  l a  p lu s  g rande  m a rq u e  de son  e x c e l le n c e ;  c a r  
q ue lque  p o s s e s s io n  q u 'i l  a i t  s u r  l a  t e r r e ,  que lque  
s a n té  e t  com m odité  e s s e n t i e l l e  q u ' i l  a i t ,  i l  n ' e s t  
p a s  s a t i s f a i t ,  s ' i l  n ' e s t  d an s  l ' e s t i m e  d e s  h o m m e s .
B eh in d  th i s  s t r iv in g  of the  ego, c o n tin u es  P a s c a l ,  i s  a n  e f fo r t  o r  a  d e ­
t e r m i n a t i o n  to  s e c u r e  pow er o v e r  o t h e r s .  B u t e a c h  ego , m a k in g  i t s e l f  
th e  c e n t r e  of ev ery tM n g , b e c o m e s  th e  ty r a n t  of a l l  o t h e r s .  In  th i s  
s e n s e ,  e g o is m  i s  f o r  P a s c a l  one of th o se  n e g a t iv e  p a s s io n s  th a t  d im in i s h  
■ th e  g r e a t n e s s  of m a n  m o r e  th an  i t  i n c r e a s e s  i t .
L a  F o n ta in e 's  a p p ro a c h  to th is  d o m in an t  h u m a n  p a s s io n ,  h o w e v e r ,  
o f f e r s  e v id e n c e  of p os it ive  th ink ing . D ra w in g  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  th e  
M a x im e s of L a  R ochefoucau ld , he  b e g in s  by  a c c e p t in g  a s  h is  b a s e  th e  
f a c t  th a t  m a n  i s  in cap ab le  of a  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  a c t io n  o r  love  of good f o r  
i t s  own s a k e .
E t  c e t te  e r r e u r  e x t r ê m e  
E s t  un  m a l  que chacun  se  p la î t  d ' e n t r e t e n i r .
N o t r e  â m e ,  c 'e s t  c e t  h o m m e  a m o u r e u x  de lu i - m ê m e ;
T a n t  de m i r o i r s ,  ce sont l e s  s o t t i s e s  d 'a u t r u i .
M i r o i r s ,  de nos d é fau ts  l e s  p e in t r e s  l e g i t im e s ;
E t  quant au  can a l ,  c 'e s t  c e lu i  *
Que ch acu n  s a i t ,  le  l iv r e  d e s  M a x im e s .
197. P a s c a l ,  B . ,  O p .C i t . , p p .  3 7 5  -  76 . '  -
198. I b i d . , p . 510.
199. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 75, F a b l e s , I ,  2 , 11. 2 2 -2 8 .
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In  th e  w o rk  m e n tio n e d  in the  l a s t  l in e  of th is  qu o ta t io n ,  and  p u b l ish e d  
in  1665, L a  R ochefoucau ld  i n s i s t s  on the  p re d o m in a n c e  of e g o is m  in  
a l l  h u m a n  conduct o r  b eh av io u r .  T h is  p a s s io n  is  the  o r ig in  of a l l  a c ­
t io n s  an d  r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  in the  d e s i r e  to  p o s s e s s  an d  d o m in a te  w h a te v e r  
it  f a n c i e s .  T h e  s o -c a l le d  love of o th e r s  o r  c h a r i ty  is  no m o r e  th a n  a 
d i s g u i s e d  f o r m  of eg o ism .
II e s t  d iff ic i le  de d é f in ir  l ' a m o u r .  Ce q u 'o n  peut
d i r e  e s t  que dans l 'â m e  c 'e s t  une s y m p a th ie .  E t
d a n s  le  c o rp s  ce n 'e s t  q u 'une  env ie  c a c h e e  e t d é ­
l i c a t e  de p o s s é d e r  ce que l 'o n  a im e  a p r è s  beau co u p  
de m y s t è r e .  ^00 •
W ith th e  a c c e p ta n c e  of se lf - lo v e  a s  the  law  of n a tu r e ,  a s  a  p r e - m o r a l
m o t iv e .  L a  F o n ta in e  goes on to  fo r m u la te  and  s u b s ta n t ia te  an  e th ics
th a t  w ould  b e  co m p a tib le  w ith  th is  fa c t ,  th a t  i s ,  to  f i l l  the  m o r a l  gap
c r e a t e d  b y  th e  a cc e p tan c e  of e g o ism  a s  a  f a c t  of l i f e .  T o  th i s  end ,
«
th e  p o e t  e n l a r g e s  h is  philosophy to in c lu d e  e g o is m  w ith in  m o r a l i t y  i t ­
s e l f .  T r u e  m o r a l i t y  should not deny, co n d em n  o r  d e s t r o y  s e l f - lo v e  
c o m p le te ly ,  bu t bu ild  upon it  by m a k in g  it  the  b a s i s  of love  of o t h e r s .  
T h u s  th e  l i t t l e  r a t  who r e s c u e s  a  t r a p p e d  l io n  (II, 11 and  12), th e  
b r a v e  " g e n e r a l "  who d ies  f igh ting  fo r  h is  peop le  (IV, 6), an d  th e  .àc>l’r
p h in  who p lu n g e s  into the ro a r in g  s e a  to r e s c u e  h i s  d row n ing  c o m p a n io n s
(IV, 7), a l l  a r e  a c t in g  on s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  w h e th e r  we a r e  a w a re  of i t  o r
n o t .  T h i s  i s  p o s s ib le  b e ca u se  of the  n a tu r a l  c h e c k s  an d  b a la n c e s  in ,-  
h e r e n t  in  th e  in te rp la y  of ind iv idua l e g o is m s ,  f o r  a  so c ie ty  b a s e d  e n t i r e ­
ly  upon  s e l f - lo v e  can  h a rd ly  s u rv iv e .  R e a s o n  an d  s e l f - i n t e r e s t  th u s  
ob lig e  e v e r y o n e  to  p u rsu e  the  g e n e r a l  h a p p in e s s  a s  th e  m e a n s  of p r o ­
c u r in g  h is  own. E g o ism  b e c o m e s  the  ethics of e n l ig h te n ed  s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  
a  n e c e s s a r y  v i r tu e  and  one of the  p r in c ip a l  i n s t r u m e n t s  of h a p p in e s s .
II fau t  au tan t qu 'on  peut, o b l ig e r  tou t le  m o n d e .
O n  a  souven t b e so in  d 'u n  p lu s  p e t i t  que so i .
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  ethicg h e re  i s  b a s e d  upon h i s  b e l ie f  in  the  u n i ty  of n a tu r e
a n d  th e  u n i fo r m i ty  of i ts  law s, f o r  w hen an  in d iv id u a l  i s  gu ided  b y
s e l f - i n t e r e s t ,  he  is  u n co n sc io u s ly  le d  by  n a tu r e  to  p ro m o te  a n  end  w h ich
200. L a  R o chefoucau ld , (le duc de). M a x im e s  e t R e f le x io n s ,  P a r i s ,
( G a m ie r ) ,  1967, No. 68. (N ouve lles  R é f le x io n s ,  N o . 61).
201. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 85, F a b le  s , II., I I  and  12, 11. 1 -2 .
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d id  n o t f o r m  p a r t  of h is  o r ig in a l  in te n t io n .  T h is  end  i s  a  n a t u r a l  p r o ­
c e s s  th ro u g h  w hich  the  con flic ts  of e g o is m  flow  in to  a  n a tu r a l ,  s o c ia l  
h a r m o n y  of m u tu a l  s e r v ic e .  M an s e e k s  to  i n c r e a s e  h i s  p o w er  of a c t io n  
w h ich  i s  to  i n c r e a s e  the e s s e n c e  of h is  own b e in g .  H e i s  d i s tu r b e d  
w hen  o th e r s  h a te  w hat he l ik e s ,  o r  l ik e  w hat he  h a t e s .  H e te n d s  to  
o v e r - e s t i m a t e  h im s e l f  and to u n d e r - e s t im a t e  th o se  he  d i s l i k e s .  C o n s e ­
q u en tly ,  th e  in d iv id u a l  t r i e s  to av o id  th e  d is l ik e  of o th e r s  by  doing  w ha t 
th e y  w i l l  lo o k  upon w ith a p p ro v a l  an d  d e s is t in g  f r o m  w hat th e y  w il l  h a te  
to  s e e  o r  h e a r .  T h is  im pu lse  i s  r e l a t e d  to  a m b i t io n ,  p r a i s e  and  b l a m e .  
M an  i s  e v e r y w h e r e  a  sen s i t iv e  b e in g , s u s c e p t ib le  to  p le a s u r e  a n d  p r a i s e ,  
a f r a i d  of p a in  and  b la m e .  He i s  s u r ro u n d e d  by  o th e r  s e n s i t iv e  b e in g s  
l ik e  h im s e l f ,  who a ls o  seek  p le a s u r e  an d  a b h o r  p a in .  T h e y  c o n t r ib u te  
to  th e  w e l f a r e  of t h e i r  fe llow s only  fo r  the  sak e  of the  p le a s u r e  th e y  
d e r iv e  f r o m  i t ,  and  they  re fu se  to  c o n tr ib u te  to  i t  a s  soon a s  *it h u r t s  
t h e m ,  o r  a s  soon  a s  they  r e a l iz e  th a t  no r e w a r d  of so m e  k in d  c a n  be 
g a in ed  f r o m  i t .  H ence  the .(^O^phin in  o u r  fab le  th ro w s  -the m o n k e y  b a c k
in to  the  s e a ,  w hen  he  d is c o v e rs  th a t  he  i s  r e n d e r in g  a  s e r v ic e  n o t  to  a
202fe l lo w  h u m a n -b e in g ,  capab le  of g ra t i tu d e ,  bu t  to  a n  a n im a l .  T h u s ,
n o n - v i r tu o u s ,  s e l f i s h  impulses a r e ,  a c c o rd in g  to  th i s  e th ic s ,  th e  o r ig in  of
v i r t u e .  W hat o u r  poet is  m ak in g  h e r e  is  a n  e f fo r t  to  b e  r e a l i s t i c ,  to
r e c o g n iz e  h u m a n  n a tu re  fo r  w hat i t  i s ,  an d  to  d e t e r m in e  how  e th ic a l
b e h a v io u r  c an  e n s u r e  i t s e l f  a  le g i t im a te  s ta tu s  in  a  s e c u l a r  v iew  of
n a t u r e .  F o r  h im ,  th e r e f o r e ,  a s  op p o sed  to  h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  m o d e l ,  Æ s o p ,
e n l ig h te n e d  " a m o u r - p r o p r e "  could c o r r e c t  a l l  th e  e x t e r i o r  f a u l ts  of th e
s o c ie ty  an d  f o r m  a  w e l l - r e g u la te d  c o m m u n ity  of m e n  an d  w o m en .
L e s  in ju s t i c e s  des  p e r v e r s  
S e rv e n t  souvent d 'ex c u se  au x  n ô t r e s
T e l l e  e s t  la  lo i  de l 'u n iv e r s  : 203
Si tu  v eu x  q u 'o n  t 'é p a rg n e ,  é p a rg n e  a u s s i  l e s  a u t r e s .
W hat L a  F o n ta in e  s e e m s  to  have  o v e r lo o k e d ,  h o w e v e r ,  i s  the  
f a c t  th a t  s e l f - lo v e  and the  p a s s io n s  i t  b r e e d s  o f te n  l e a d  to  u n s o c ia l ,  
h a r m f u l  o r  v ic io u s  a c t s .  In  e v a lu a t in g  th e  s o u n d n e s s  of h i s  e th ic s ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  one m u s t  d is t in g u ish  b e tw ee n  " a m o u r  de  s o i"  (love of se lf)  
a n d  " a m o u r - p r o p r e "  ( s e l f i s h n e s s  o r  e x c e s s iv e  c r a v in g  f o r  s e l f - e s t e e m ) .
202. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 99, F a b l e s , IV , 7, 11. 4 3 -4 4 .
203. I b i d . ,  p. 115, VI, 15, 11. 1 - 4.
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T h e  f o r m e r  i s  n a tu r a l  and  le g i t im a te ;  the  l a t t e r  i s  v ic io u s  an d  c o r r u p t .
If  th e  p o e t  in te n d s  the  f i r s t ,  h is  ju d g e m e n t  cou ld  b e  v a l id ;  i f  th e  se c o n d ,  
it  i s  d if f icu l t  to  see  how h is  e th ic s  cou ld  s tan d .  S e l f i s h n e s s  i s  a lw a y s  
a  v ic e ,  no m a t t e r  how m uch  good r e s u l t s  f r o m  i t .  T h e  p a s s io n s  g e n e ­
r a t e d  b y  a m o u r  de s o i ’l a r e  gen tle ,  bu t  w hen th e y  a r e  b lo c k e d  o r  r e ­
s i s t e d ,  th e y  b e c o m e  i r a s c ib le  and  im p e r c e p t ib ly  t u r n  in to  " a m o u r - p r o p r e " .  
T h e  n a tu r e  of th e  l a t t e r  is  to envy th o s e  who a r e  in  p r o s p e r i t y  a n d  
b e t t e r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  T h is  envy e n g e n d e rs  a p p re h e n s io n ,  a n g e r ,  v e n ­
geance  a n d  c r u e l ty .  T hus  a fee ling  w hich  w a s  good an d  a b so lu te  b e ­
c o m e s  r e l a t i v e ,  p r e f e r e n t i a l  and  h u r t fu l  to  o t h e r s .  M o r e o v e r ,  i t  i s  -
a r g u a b le  th a t  a l t r u i s m  is  an  i l lu s io n .  M an  d o e s  e v e ry th in g  f o r  h is  own 
good, t r u e  enou g h , but th e r e  is  a  v a s t  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw e e n  s e e k in g  the  
good of a n o th e r  b e c a u s e  of som e r e m o te  ad v an ta g e  to  o n e se l f ,  an d  
m a k in g  the  h a p p in e s s  of th o se ,  in  w hose  w e l l -b e in g  one t a k e s  p l e a s u r e ,  
a  p a r t  of o n e 's  own happ iness .  In  the  s e c o n d  c a s e ,  good is  d e s i r e d  f o r  
i t s  own s a k e ,  n o t  fo r  any  s e lf ish  a d v an ta g e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  o u r  p o e t 's  
th in k in g  h a s  th e  m e r i t  of be ing  p o s i t iv e  an d  p r a c t i c a l .  If  e g o is m  i s  so 
d e e p - r o o te d  in  m a n 's  n a tu re  th a t  it  canno t be  c o m p le te ly  e l im in a te d ,  w hy  
no t e x p lo i t  i t  a s  m u ch  a s  p o ss ib le  to  the  a d v a n ta g e  of m a n ?  Why n o t 
h a r m o n iz e  o u r  c r i t i c a l  s ta n d a rd s  w ith  the  fa c t  of th e  e x is t e n c e  of e g o is m  
a s  th e  law  of n a tu r e  by  in c o rp o ra t in g  i t  w ith in  m o r a l i t y ?  T h e  n o v e l ty  
of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p o s i t io n  v i s - a - v i s  h is  t r a d i t io n a l  m o d e l  l i e s  in  t h i s  
p o s i t iv e  a p p r o a c h  to  a n ega tive  te n d en cy .
I t  i s  in  h i s  s tudy of m a n 's  a d d ic t io n  to  e r r o r  th a t  th e  p o e t  m o s t  
u s e s  th e  aeso p ic  apo logues  a s  in s t r u m e n ts  of in t e l l e c tu a l  m e d i t a t io n .
Æ s o p  h im s e l f  i s  invo lved  w ith th is  p ro b le m  to  a  c e r t a i n  e x te n t ,  b u t  h i s  
t r e a t m e n t  of i t  does  not ex ceed  the  l im i t  im p o s e d  b y  th e  s c o p e  of th e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  ap o lo g u e .  F o r  e x am p le ,  in  one of h i s  f a b le s ,  e n t i t l e d  
L  'A s t r o n o m e , th e  G reek  fa b u l is t  t e l l s  of a  c e r t a i n  a s t r o l o g e r  who, d e e p -  , 
ly  a b s o r b e d  in  gaz ing  at the  s t a r s ,  f a i l s  to  see  a  d e ep  d i tc h  b e lo w  h im ,  
a n d  f a l l s  in to  i t .  Concluding the  apo logue , Æ s o p  d e c l a r e s  :
On p o u r r a i t  ap p l iq u e r  c e t te  fab le  aux  h o m m e s  qu i se
v a n te n t  de f a i r e  des  m e r v e i l l e s ,  e t qu i so n t  in c a p a b le s  ^ 94
de se  c o n d u ire  dans le s  c i r c o n s ta n c e s  o r d i n a i r e s  de la  v ie .
204. E s o p e ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 3 1 -3 2 ,  fab le  65.
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T h e  b a c k g ro u n d  to  th is  apologue is  the  p r a c t i c e  of w a tc h in g  th e  s t a r s ,  
w h ich  d a te s  b a c k  to  the  days of the  a n c ie n t  A s s y r i a n s  and  C h a ld e a n s ,  
th e  b e a u ty  of w hose  c l e a r  sky  fa v o u re d  a s t r o n o m ic a l  o b s e r v a t io n s .
T h e s e  a n c ie n t s  spen t t im e  and e f fo r t  s tudy ing  the  m o v e m e n ts  o r  the  
p e r io d ic  r e v o lu t io n s  of  ^the  h eav en ly  b o d ie s .  In  t im e ,  a  s o r t  of a n a lo ­
gy w as  e s t a b l i s h e d  be tw een  the  s t a r s  th e y  o b s e r v e d  an d  so m e  t e r r e s ­
t r i a l  e v e n ts ,  an d  the  co nc lus ion  w as e v e n tu a l ly  d ra w n  th a t  the  s t a r s  
w e r e  th e  F a t e s  w hich p re s id e d  o v e r  the  b i r t h  of m e n  and  g o v e rn e d  
t h e i r  f u tu r e .  A s  a fo llow -up  of th is  co n c lu s io n ,  the  a s t r o l o g e r s  
c la im e d  to  p o s s e s s  the  pow er of p re d ic t in g  m o r a l  e v e n ts  th ro u g h  the  
in f lu en c e  of th e  h eav e n ly  b o d ie s .  M o ra l  ev en t  i s  u n d e r s to o d  h e r e  to  
m e a n  a n  e v en t  w hich  depends l a r g e ly  on m a n 's  f r e e - w i l l  an d  a c t io n .
T h i s  b ogus  c la im  im p l ie s  th a t  m a n 's  f r e e - w i l l  an d  a c t io n s  a r e  in f lu e n c e d  
b y  th e  s t a r s ,  an d  th a t  the  sky  is  a  g r e a t  book, in  w h ich  G od*has  w r i t ­
t e n  dow n th e  w hole  h i s to r y  of m an k in d , and  f r o m  w h ich  m a n  can  r e a d  
h i s  own d e s t in y .  M any an c ien t  E g y p t ia n s ,  G re e k s  an d  R o m a n s  s u c c u m ­
b e d  to th i s  id e a .
In  L a  F o n ta in e 's  epoch, th is  ty p e  of a s t r o lo g y  w a s  v e r y  m u c h
in  v o g u e . In  1665, C o m ie rs  d e c la re d  th a t  th e  c o m e ts  w e r e  the  so u ls  of
g r e a t  m e n .  A nd  B e l in  p o s tu la ted  th a t  the  in f lu en ce  of the  s t a r s  w a s
e x e r c i s e d  in  the  fo r m  of radiati. on w hich  he  sough t to  c o n t r o l  by  m e a n s
205of so m e  m a g ic  p o w d er .  A s t r o lo g ic a l  s p e c u la t io n s  w e r e  p o p u la r  a t
th e  R o y a l  C o u r t ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  a s  f r o m  th e  r e ig n  of C a th e r in e  de M e d ic i s .
In d e e d  u n d e r  H e n r i  III and  H e n r i  IV, a s t r a l  p r e d ic t io n s  w e r e  so  m u c h  in
vogue  th a t  no th ing  im p o r ta n t  w as  u n d e r ta k e n  w ithou t f i r s t  c o n su l t in g  th e
r o y a l  a s t r o l o g e r s .  T h is  w as done, f o r  e x a m p le ,  a t  th e  b i r t h  of th e
f u t u r e  L o u is  XIV; and on S e p te m b e r  10, 1660, G ui P a t i n  m a d e  th e
fo llow ing  c r i t i c a l  co m m en t in one of h is  l e t t e r s  :
O n  d it  que le  c a r d in a l  M a z a r in  e s t  f o r t  a t t r i s t é  de 
ce q u 'o n  lu i p ré d i t  p o u r  son  h o ro s c o p e ,  q u ' i l  n 'a  
p lu s  que c inq  n ^ s  a v iv r e .  L a  c o u r  e s t  p le in e  '
de c h a r l a t a n s .
205. B a c h e la r d ,  L a  F o r m a t io n  de l ' e s p r i t  s c ie n t i f iq u e ,  P a r i s ,  1947,
p. 89. Cf. a lso
B é l in ,  T r a i t é  des  T a l i s m a n s ,  P a r i s ,  1671, p. 26, an d  .
P o u d r e  de sy m p a th ie ,  (3® éd ition ) ,  P a r i s ,  1671, p . 1 .
206. Gui P a t in ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 259.
187
T h e  fo re g o in g  s u rv e y  r e f le c t s  the  s i tu a t io n  .in w h ich  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
s a g a c io u s  and  evolv ing  m in d  found i t s e l f  a s  w e ll  a s  g iv e s  an  id ea  of 
th e  m a g n i tu d e  an d  im p ac t  of the  s o r t  of in te l l e c tu a l  p r e s u m p t io n  w h ich  
th e  p o e t  c h a l le n g e d  in h is  f a b le s .
T o  lau n ch  h is  a t ta ck  he n eed ed  a su i ta b le  o cca s icn  o r  ,a p r e t e x t .  
T h i s  w as  p ro v id e d  by an  inc iden t w hich  o c c u r r e d  in  th e  n igh t of 
D e c e m b e r  13, lb64, A v e r y  b r ig h t  co m e t  a p p e a r e d  in  th e  sk y  an d  th e .  
s ig h t  of i t  c a u s e d  a s t i r  and m u c h  sp ec u la t io n  am o n g  a  p eo p le  a l r e a d y  
too  p ro n e  to  a s t r a l  p re d ic t io n s .  M m e. de Sev igne , w h o se  c o r r e s p o n ­
d e n c e :  p ro v id e^  a  s o r t  of window on s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r e n c h  s o c ie ty ,  
r e l a t e s  th e  im p a c t  of th is  inc iden t on the  c o m m u n ity .  In  a  l e t t e r  to  
P o m p o n n e  she  w r i t e s  :
II y  a  une co m ete  qui p a r a î t  d epu is  q u a t r e . j o u r s .  A u  
c o m m e n c e m e n t  e lle  n 'a  e te  annoncée  que p a r  d e s  f e m m e s ,  
on s 'e n  e s t  m oque; m a i s  p r é s e n te m e n t  to u t  le  m o n d e  l ' a  
v u e .  M . d 'A r ta g n an  v e i l la  la  nu it  p a s s é e  e t l a  v i t  f o r t  
a  so n  a i s e .  M. de N e u re ,  g ra n d  a s t r o lo g u e ,  d it q u 'e l l e  
e s t  d 'u n e  g ra n d e u r  c o n s id e ra b le .  J ' a i  vu  M . de .Fo ix , 
qu i l ' a  vue avec  t r o i s  ou q u a t re  s a v a n ts .  M oi qui v ous  
p a r l e ,  je  fa is  v e i l l e r  c e t te  nu it  p o u r  l a  v o i r  a u s s i :  e l le  
p a r a î t  s u r  le s  t r o i s  h e u r e s ;  j e  vous  en  avggtj.s , v o u s  
pouvez  en  a v o i r  le  p l a i s i r  ou le  d é p l a i s i r .
F u r t h e r  on in  the  s am e  l e t t e r ,  she  adds  th e  fo llow ing  d e ta i l  :
T o u t  le  m onde  s ' i n t é r e s s e  dans  c e t te  g ra n d e  a f f a i r e .
On ne  p a r l e  d 'a u t r e  chose ; on r a is o n n e ,  on t i r e  d e s  
c o n s é q u e n c e s ,  on com pte  s u r  s e s  d o ig ts ;  on s 'a t t e n d r i t ,  
on e s p e r e ,  on c ra in t ,  on p e s te ,  on so u h a i te ,  on h a i t ,  
on a d m i r e ,  on e s t  t r i s t e ,  on e s t  a c c a b le ;  en fin , m o n  
p a u v re  M o n s ie u r ,  c 'e s t  une ch o se  e x t r a o r d i n a i r e  que 
l ' é t a t  où l 'o n  e s t  p r é s e n te m e n t ;  m a i s  c ' e s t  une  c h o s e  
d iv in e  que la  r é s ig n a t io n  e t  la  f e r m e te  de n o t r e  c h e r  
m a lh e u r e u x  (Fouquet) . I l  s a i t  to u s  le s  j o u r s  ce  qui 
se  p a s s e ,  e t tous  le s  j o u r s  i l  f a u d r a i t  f a i r e  d e s  
v o lu m e s  a sa  louange.
T h e  c l im a x  of s u p e r s t i t io n  w as  thought by  L a  F o n ta in e  to  h a v e  b e e n
r e a c h e d  w hen  th is  p u re ly  n a tu ra l  o c c u r r e n c e  w a s  a p p l ie d  n o t on ly  to  a
n u m b e r  of ch an ce  in c id en ts  th a t  fo llow ed , such  a s  th e  fa in t in g  of a  *
207. Sév igné , M m e . de. L e t t r e s ,  T e x te  É ta b l i  e t  a n n o té  p a r  G é r a r d
• G a il ly ,  P a r i s ,  (P léa id e ) ,  1953-57 , t . I . , p . 140.
208. I b i d . , p . 141.
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l a w y e r  in  th e  c o u r t  and the d i s c o v e ry  of a n o th e r  who f a l s i f i e d  l e g a l  d o c u ­
m e n t s ,  b u t  to  the  whole b u s in e s s  of the  f in a l  t r i a l  of F o u q u e t  w h ich  w as  
on a t  the  t im e
C es  c h o s e s  e x t r a o r d in a i r e s ,  au  m o m e n t  du ju g e m e n t  
de M . Foucquetj,  ^ sont fo r t  a  r e m a r q u e r  : la  fo l ie  de 
B e r r y e r ,  la  co m ete ,  la  d e c la ra t io n  de L a m o th e  s u r  
la  s e l le t te ^  L a  fa m il le  de M. F o u c q u e t  p a r a î t  a v o i r  
bonne  e s p e r a n c e .  °
T h i s  s e e m s  to  be the  la s t  s t r a w  th a t  b ro k e  the  c a m e l ' s  b a c k .  O u r  
p o e t 's  p a t ie n c e  w as  a t  an  end and, a s  an  in te l le c tu a l ,  he  show ed  h i s  d i s ­
g u s t  w ith  th e  w hole  s i tu a t io n  by launch ing  an  a l l  out a t ta c k  a g a in s t  j u d i ­
c ia l  a s t r o lo g y  an d  p o p u la r  s u p e r s t i t io n .  F o r  m u c h  of the  in te l l e c tu a l  i n ­
s p i r a t i o n  w h ich  he  n eed ed  h e r e ,  he r e l i e d  on S t .A u g u s t in e 's  T h e  C ity  of 
Gnd. In  th i s  fam o u s  w o rk  Sa in t A u g u st in e  s p a r e s  no e f fo r t  in  h i s  a t t a c k  
a g a in s t  ju d ic ia l  a s t r o lo g y  and i t s  s u p e r s t i t io u s  im p l ic a t io n s .  T^he v u lg a r ,  
p a g a n  a s t r o l o g e r ,  d e c la r e s  the  a u th o r ,  sp e a k s  of D e s t in y  a s  if i  w e r e  d i f ­
f e r e n t  f r o m  D iv ine  P ro v id e n c e ,  and  a t t r ib u te s  the  e t e r n a l  w i l l  of th e  l a t ­
t e r  to  th e  in f lu en ce  of c r e a te d  s t a r s .  T h is  i s  the  h e ig h t  of s u p e r s t i t io n ,  
s a c r i l e g e  an d  p a g a n is m  whose p e r p e t r a t o r s  shou ld  h a v e  no p la ce  in  th e  
s o c ie ty  of G o d 's  c h i ld re n .
S ans  au cu n  doute, c 'e s t  la  P r o v id e n c e  qui é ta b l i t  l e s
r o y a u m e s  h u m a in s .  C elu i qui en  fa i t  h o n n e u r  au  d e s ­
t in ,  p a r c e  q u 'i l  ap p e lle  " d e s t in "  la  vo lon té  m ê m e  ou la  
p u is s a n c e  de Dieu, peu t g a r d e r  son  opin ion , m a i s  do it 
en  m o d i f i e r  l 'e x p r e s s io n .  . . .  E n  e ffe t ,  quand on en ten d  
p a r l e r  du d e s t in ,  l 'u s a g e  c o u ra n t  de la  lan g u e  vous  
ob lig e  a  ne p e n s e r  a r i e n  d 'a u t r e  q u 'a  l ' in f lu e n c e  de la  
p o s i t io n  des  a s t r e s ,  a  l ' i n s t a n t  de la  n a i s s a n c e  ou de 
la  co n ce p t io n .  O r  c e t te  in f lu en ce ,  c e r t a i n s  v e u le n t  q u 'e l l e  , 
s o i t  in d ép en d an te  de la  vo lon té  d iv in e ,  ta n d is  que d 'a u t r e s  
a f f i r m e n t  q u 'e l le  y e s t  a s s u j e t t i e .  C eu x  qu i p ré te n d e n t  
que , s a n s  in te rv e n t io n  de la  vo lon té  d iv ine , l e s  a s t r e s  
d é c id e n t  de nos a c te s ,  d e s  b ie n s  dont nous  jo u i s s o n s ,  
d e s  m a u x  que nous ag ^g s  a  s o u f f r i r ,  i l  fau t  l e u r  r e ­
f u s e r  to u te  au d ien ce .
It w i l l  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e a d  S a in t A u g u s t in e 's  book  f r o m  
c o v e r  to  c o v e r  w hen in 1665, he c o l la b o ra te d  w ith  L o u is  G i ry  in  t r a n s ­
la t in g  th e  w o rk  in to  F r e n c h .  We have  s e e n  in  o u r  d i s c u s s io n  of o u r
2 0 9 . S ev igne , M m e. de. Op. C it .  , p . 141.
210. S a in t A u g u s t in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  (E d it.  P i e r r e  de L a b r io l l e ) ,  P a r i s ,
(G a rn ie r ) ,  1941, t . I ,  p. 429, L iv r e  V, ch ap t .  I.
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p o e t ' s  c o n ta c t  w ith  V irg i l  how he w as  led  to  d i s c o v e r  the  id e a s  of 
S a in t  A u g u s t in e  on v a r io u s  s u b je c ts .  It i s  only n a tu r a l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e ,  co n fron ted  with a s i tu a t io n  in  w h ich  he  n e e d e d  to  c o n ­
d e m n  p o p u la r  s u p e r s t i t io n ,  should  r e c a l l  the  id e a s  of the  g r e a t  s a in t .
1 . ■
H e o p en s  h is  a t ta c k  by s ta t in g  the  fa c t  of th e  s i tu a t io n  a s  he
s e e s  i t  :
L e  m o n d e  n 'a  j a m a is  m an q u e  de c h a r l a t a n s  :
C e t te  s c ien ce ,  de tou t te m p s  
F u t  en p r o f e s s e u r s  t r è s  f e r t i l e .
C o n v e r t in g  th e  aesop ic  apologue, L 'A s t r o n o m e ,  in to  " L 'A s t r o lo g u e  qui se  
l a i s s e  to m b e r  d an s  un puits ',' he u s e s  i t  a s  a f r a m e w o r k  f o r  a t ta c k in g  
th e  p r e te n t io u s  c la im  to a s u re  know ledge  of the  fu tu r e  th ro u g h  a s t r a l  
in f lu e n c e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  ta k es  Æ s o p ' s  co n c lu s io n  a s  the  s t a r t i n g  p o in t .  
T h e  te n d e n c y  to  give m y s t ic a l  i n t e r p r e ta t io n s  to  p u r e ly  n a tu ra l*  e v e n ts ,  
su ch  a s  th e  m o v e m e n t  of the  h e av e n ly  b o d ie s ,  i s  no t on ly  fu t i le  b u t  d a n ­
g e r o u s .  T h e  fa te  of the  a s t r o lo g e r  in  th e  fab le  i l l u s t r a t e s  c l e a r l y  th e  
r i s k  in v o lv ed  in such  p re o c c u p a t io n s . T h e  l in k  b e tw e e n  L a  F o n ta in e
a n d  h i s  m o d e l  en d s  w ith th is  s ta te m e n t  of fa c t .  T h e  re m a in in g  f o r ty -  
tw o l in e s  of the  fab le  a r e  devo ted  to  m e ta p h y s ic a l  a r g u m e n ts  a g a in s t  i n ­
te l l e c tu a l  p r e s u m p t io n  and m a n 's  a d d ic t io n  to  e r r o r .
M en a r e  s la v e s  to th e i r  own i l lu s io n s ;  t h e i r  g r e a t  fa u l t  i s  the  
te n d e n c y  to  d e s p i s e  the  o rd in a ry  th in g s  of l i fe  in  a  v a in  e f fo r t  to  t r a n s ­
cen d  t h e i r  own n a tu r e .  Som e c la im  to p o s s e s s  th e  e n ig m a t ic  b o o k s  of 
l i f e ,  bu t the  m o r e  th ey  re a d  th e se  im a g in a r y  books  th e  l e s s  th e y  u n d e r ­
s tan d  w hat th e y  r e a d  :
P a r m i  ce que de gens s u r  la  t e r r e  nous  s o m m e s .
Il en  e s t  peu qui f o r t  souvent 
N e s e  p la is en t  d 'e n te n d re  d i re  
Q u 'a u  l i v r e  de d e s t in  le s  m o r t e l s  p euven t l i r e .
B u t w hat i s  th i s  supposed  "Book of D e s t in y " ,  c e l e b r a t e d  b y  th e  s a g e s  of
a n t iq u i ty ,  and  quoted  by the  s e l f - s ty le d  p h i lo s o p h e r s  of today , e x c e p t
s h e e r  c h an c e  in  one c a s e  and  p ro v id e n c e  in  the  o th e r ?
211. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 115 - 116, F a b l e s , VI, 19, H. 1 - 3 .
212. I b id . ,  p . 86, II, 13, 11. 5 - 6.
213. I b id . ,  p . 86, 11. 7^10.
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M a is  ce l iv r e ,  q u 'H o m e re  e t l e s  siens ont c h an te  
Q u e s t  ce , que le h a s a r d  p a r m i  l 'a n t iq u i té .
E t  p a r m i  nous la  P r o v id e n c e ?
O r  du h a s a r d ^ i l  n 'e s t  poin t de sc ie n c e  :
S ' i l  en é ta i t ,  on a u r a i t  t o r t  
De l 'a p p e le r  h a s a r d ,  n i fo r tu n e ,  n i  s o r t .
T o u te s  ch o ses  t r è s  in c e r t a i n e s .
T h u s ,  th o s e  who engage in th is  fu t i le  sp ec u la t io n  m e r e l y  w a s te  t h e i r  
own t im e  and  e f fo r t ,  fo r  they  la c k  the  n e c e s s a r y  k now ledge  of w ha t 
th e y  a r e  doing . And b eca u se  th e y  a r e  w o rk in g  on s o m e th in g  b ey o n d  
t h e i r  u n d e r s ta n d in g ,  they  end up w ith  d is c o v e r in g  no th in g  m o r e  th a n  
t h e i r  own p ro found  ig n o ran ce  and f r u s t r a t i o n .  T h e  d iv in e  w il l  a n d  a c ­
t io n s  a r e  no m o r e  w ith in  hum an  u n d e rs ta n d in g  th a n  th e  k n ow ledge  of 
the  fu tu r e  :
Q u an t  aux  vo lon tés  s o u v e ra in e s
D e C e lu i  qui fa it  tou t, e t  r i e n  q u 'a v e c  d e s s e in ,  ♦
Q ui le s  s a i t ,  que lu i  s e u l?  C ornen t l i r e  e n  so n  s e in ?
A u r a i t - i l  im p r im e  su r  le  f ro n t  des  é to i le s
C e que la  nu it des  te m p s  e n fe rm e  d an s  s e s  v o i le s  ?
H av in g  th u s  r e fu te d  sp ecu la t iv e  a s t r o lo g y  a n d  th e  a c c o m p a n y in g  s u p e r -
s t i t io n i  L a  F o n ta in e  r e a f f i r m s  h i s  fa i th  in  e x p e r im e n ta l  t r u t h  a s  h e  s e e s
it  :
L e  f i r m a m e n t  se m eu t ,  l e s  a s t r e s  font l e u r  c o u r s .
L e  So le il  nous lu it  to u s  le s  j o u r s .
T o u s  l e s  jo u r s  sa  c la r t é  su ccéd é  a  l 'o m b r e  n o i r e .
S an s  que nous en p u is s io n s  a u t r e  ch o se  i n f e r e r  
Q ue la  n é c e s s i t é  de l u i r e  e t  d ' e c l a i r e r .
D 'a m e n e r  le s  s a iso n s ,  de m û r i r  l e s  s e m e n c e s .
De v e r s e r  su r  le  c o rp s  c e r t a in e s  in f lu e n c e s .
Du r e s t e ,  en quoi rep o n d  au  s o r t  to u jo u r s  d iv e r s  
C e t r a i n  to u jo u rs  éga l dont m a r c h e  l 'u n i v e r s  ? ^^^
On th i s  n o te ,  o u r  poet c a s t s  a n a th e m a  on th e  " c h a r l a t a n s " ,  " f a i s e u r s  
d 'h o r o s c o p e "  and  a l l  th e i r  k ind  f o r  t h e i r  d e c e i t ,  t h e i r  v a n i ty  a n d  p r e s u m ­
p t io n .  .
C h a r l a t a n s ,  f a i s e u r s  d 'h o r o s c o p e .
Q u it te z  l e s  c o u rs  des  p r in c e s  de l 'E u r o p e ;
E m m e n e z  a v e c  v o u s  l e s  s o u f f l e u r s  to u t  d 'u n  t e m p s :
V ous ne m é r i t e z  p a s  p lu s  de foi que c e s  g e n s .  217
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  in t e l l e c tu a l  g ro w th  i s  e v id e n t  in  t h e  f o r c e  a n d  
s u b t l e ty  of th i s  r e a s o n in g ,  a n d  in  th e  a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  o f  h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n s
214. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 86, '11. 11. -  17.
215. Ib id . , 11. 18-22 .
216. I b i d . , 11. 30-38
217. Ib id . 11. 39-42 .
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w h ich  b r in g  out c l e a r ly  the s u p e r s t i t io u s  n a iv e ty  an d  r id i c u le  b eh in d  
a s t r a l  p r e d i c t i o n s .  The p e n e tra t in g  fo r c e  of h is  a r g u m e n t  h e r e  h a s
n e v e r  f a i l e d  to  s t r ik e  h is  c r i t i c s  am ong  w hom  one c an  m e n t io n  C l a r a c .  
H e w r i t e s  :
L a  p a s s io n  avec  laq u e l le  l 'a r g u m e n ta t io n  e s t  co n d u ite ,  
la  s o u p p le s s e  du s ty le  qu i s 'e le v e  p a r  d e g r é s  j u s q u 'à  
une  s o r t e  d e m o t io n  m e ta p h y s iq u e ,  po u r  r e d e s c e n d r e  a  
la  s im p l ic i té  de la  p ro s e ,  c e t te  v a r i é t é  e t  c e t t e  r i c h e s s e  
font d e s  t r e n te  ou t r e n t e - c in q  v e r s  qui v ie n n e n t  s ' i n t e r ­
p o s e r  ic i ,  de façon im p ré v u e ,  e n t r e  l 'a p o lo g u e  e t la  
m o r a l i t é ,  l 'u n  des r a r e s  f r a g m e n ts  de v r a i e  p o e s ie  
p h ilo so p h iq u e  q u 'i l  y a i t  dans  n o t r e  l a n g u e .  218 ■
O ne w o n d e r s  w h e th e r  o u r  poet, judg ing  f r o m  the  e m p h a t ic  tone  of h is  
a rgum en t,-  i s  no t h e re  fighting d o g m a t is m  w ith  d o g m a t is m ,  f o r  he  s e e m s  
to  m a k e  no a l lo w an ce  w h a tso e v e r  f o r  th e  o th e r  s id e  of the  co in .  In  a  
u n i v e r s e  w h e r e  a l l  th ings  a r e  l in k ed  one to  the  o th e r ,  w h e re  aj.1 th in g s  
a c t  an d  r e a c t ,  c o m p o se  and d eco m p o se  th e m s e lv e s ,  t h e r e  m a y  p e r h a p s  
no t be  a  s in g le  a to m  which does no t p lay  a  m o r e  f a r - r e a c h i n g  r o le  th a n  
m a n  c an  im a g in e .  I t  could be th a t  e ac h  im p e r c e p t ib le  m o le c u le ,  p la c e d  
in  f a v o u ra b le  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  cou ld  p ro d u c e  p ro d ig io u s  e f fe c ts  f a r  b eyond  
a l l  e x p e c ta t io n s .  P e r h a p s ,  if we w e re  in  a  p o s i t io n  to  fo llow  the  e t e r ­
n a l  c h a in  th a t  l in k s  a l l  c au se s  to th e i r  v is ib le  e f fe c ts ;  if  we cou ld  d i s ­
e n tan g le  th e  en d s  of the  im p e rc e p t ib le  s t r in g  w hich  s t i r s  th e  th o u g h ts ,  
w i l l  an d  p a s s io n s  of th o se  m en , who, f r o m  th e i r  a c t io n s ,  a r e  d e s c r ib e d  
a s  g r e a t ,  we m ig h t  d is c o v e r  th a t  the  s e c r e t  l e v e r s  w ith  w h ich  n a tu r e  
m o v e s  th e  w o r ld  c o n s is t  of m e r e  a to m s  in  v a r y in g  c o m b in a t io n s ,  i n c lu ­
d ing  a s t r a l  c o m b in a t io n s .  One m a y  n e v e r  be  s u re ;  bu t th i s  r e f l e c t io n  
d o e s  n o t a f fe c t  the  v a lid i ty  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  r e a s o n in g .  I f  th e  c o u r s e  of 
th e  s t a r s  d e te r m in e s  i r r e v o c a b ly  the  d e s t in y  of m a n ,  w ha t th e n  i s  the  
r a t io n a le  b eh in d  p o li t ic a l ,  so c ia l  and  e co n o m ic  a s p i r a t i o n s ?  W hat i s  the  
u s e  of f r e e  w il l ,  the  p u rs u i t  of p e r f e c t io n  an d  ev en  r e l ig io u s  fa i th ?
W hat the  poet s e ts  out to  d e s t r o y  is  s u p e r s t i t io n ,  p r e ju d ic e  an d  
e r r o r ,  the  n a r ro w -m in d e d  f a n a t ic i s m  of p r iv a te  op in ion  th a t  o f f e r s  i t s e l f  
a s  the  a b so lu te  t ru th .  H is  ch a llen g e  i s  b a c k e d  by  th e  know ledge  of the  
f a c t  th a t  h u m a n  re a s o n ,  b e c a u se  of i t s  f lu c tu a t in g  o r  u n s ta b le  n a tu r e ,  is  
in c a p a b le  of re a c h in g  the a b so lu te  t r u t h .  I t shou ld  t h e r e f o r e  no t be  u s e d  
wheie i t  canno t be e ffec t ive . M an is  endow ed w ith  r e a s o n ,  n o t f o r  the
218 . C la r a c ,  P . ,  L i t t é r a tu r e  f r a n ç a i s e ,  t .  H, p. 199.
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p u rp o s e  of fu ti le  sp ecu la t io n s  o r  sp inn ing  out t h e o r i e s  a b o u t th in g s  b e ­
yond h u m a n  u n d e rs tan d in g ,  but f o r  the  sake  of a c t io n  w ith in  th e  bo u n d s  
of e x p e r i e n c e .  T h e o re t ic a l  r e a s o n  i s  fanc ifu l  and  c h i m e r i c a l ,  i t  r u n s  
w id e ly  a s t r a y  w h e n ev e r  it l e a v e s  the f i r m  g ro u n d  of e x p e r i e n c e .  Ex> 
p e r i e n c e  th e n  is  the  re m e d y  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  o f f e r s  to  m a n k in d  a g a in s t  
th e  d a n g e r o u s  f a l l a c ie s  of p e r v e r te d ,  w eak  and  u n s t a b l e  h u m a n  r e a s o n .
T h e  a f f i rm a t io n  of fa ith  in  the  t r u th  o r  f a c t s  of e x p e r ie n c e  l e a d s  
th e  p o e t  to  th e  e x p lo ra t io n  of the  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw ee n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  th e  
s e n s e s  and  r e a s o n .  H e re  again , he finds  a  s p r in g - b o a r d  fo r  h i s  i n t e l ­
l e c t u a l  p lunge  in  Æ s o p 's  apo logue. In  L e  C h am ea u  qui a  f ie n te  d a n s  
une—r i v i e r e ,  Æüsop n a r r a t e s  the  fo llow ing b r i e f  e p iso d e  : "Un c h a m e a u
t r a v e r s a i t  une r i v i e r e  au  c o u rs  r a p id e .  A yan t f ie n te ,  i l  v i t  a u s s i t ô t  s a  
c r o t t e  e m p o r té e  devan t lu i  p a r  la  r a p id i té  du c o u r a n t .  " Q u 'e s t  ce  l a ?  
s e c r i a - t - i l ;  ce  qui é ta i t  d e r r i è r e  m o i ,  je  le  v o is  a  p r e s e n t  p a s s e r  d e ­
v a n t  m o i .  " B y  w ay  of a  m o r a l  l e s s o n  conclud ing  th e  ap o lo g u e ,  th e  
G r e e k  f a b u l i s t  ad d s  :
C e t te  fab le  t ro u v e  son a p p l ic a t io n  d an s  un  E t a t  où
l e s  d e r n i e r s  et le s  im b é c i le s  d o m in en t  à  la  p la c e  d e s
p r e m i e r s  et des  gens s e n s é s .  219
In  th e  h a n d s  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  th is  apo logue  b e c o m e s  L e  C h a m e a u  e t  l e s  
B â to n s  f l o t t a n t s . Ignoring  the  m o r a l  g iven  by  h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  m o d e l ,  he  
u s e s  th e  fab le  a s  an i l lu s t r a t io n  of the  m a n n e r  in  w h ich  s e n s e  i m p r e s ­
s io n s  o r  e x p e r ie n c e  and r e a s o n  a r e  invo lved  in  th e  p r o c e s s  of f o r m in g  
h u m a n  ju d g e m e n t  and b e l ie f s ,  fo llow ing the  t h e o r y  of know led g e  f o r m u l a ­
t e d  b y  E p i c u r u s  and  t r a n s m i t t e d  th ro u g h  L M cre tius  to  G a s s e n d i  a n d  h is  
d i s c i p l e s .  We sh a ll  a n a ly se  in  a  g r e a t e r  d e ta i l  th e  E p ic u r e a n ,  L u c r e -  
t i a n  and  G a s s e n d i s t  th e o ry  of know ledge  w hen  w e co m e  to  d i s c u s s  i t s  
in f lu en c e  on L a  F o n ta in e 's  second  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  B u t s in c e  th e  
s p i r i t  of th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  fab le  s u g g e s ts  th a t  the  p o e t  i s  fo llow ing  th i s  
t h e o r y  ev en  a t  th is  s tage  of h is  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  i t  i s  n e c e s s a r y ,  
i f  o n ly  to  e x p la in  what he m e a n s  in th e  fa b le ,  to  r e c a l l  b r i e f ly  
E p i c u r u s '  id ea  of how hum an  know ledge  is  a c q u i r e d .  A c c o rd in g  to  h im ,  
e x p e r ie n c e  c o m e s  th ro u g h  se n se  im p r e s s i o n s ,  f o r  a l l  s e n s a t io n s  le a v e  
t r a c e s  w hich  f o r m  im a g e s .  T he  l a t t e r  a r e  in d is p e n s a b le  to  the  e x e r ­
c i s e  of thought, s in ce  i t  i s  th ro u g h  th e m  th a t  th e  u n d e rs ta n d in g  d ra w s
2 1 9 . E s o p e ,  O p. C i t . , pp. 64-65 , fab le  144.
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in te l l ig ib le  know ledge. S en sa tio n  m u s t  be d is t in g u is h e d  f r o m  f a n ta s y ,  
w h ich  i s  m e r e l y  an  im ag in a tiv e  m e m o r y  and, a s  such , does  n o t r e ­
q u i r e  th e  e f fe c t iv e  p re s e n c e  of c o n c r e te  o b je c ts .  W hen e x t e r n a l  o b je c t s  
s t r i k e  o u r  s e n s e s ,  an  e x p e r ien c e  is  r e g i s t e r e d  and  we a c q u i r e  v a r i o u s  
id e a s ,  say ,  of c o lo u r ,  lieat, p ro x im i ty  o r  d is ta n c e .  B ut th i s  p r o c e s s  
i s  su ch  th a t  the  m in d  receives^, m o r e  o r  l e s s  im p r e s s i o n  a c c o r d in g  to  
th e  m a n n e r  in  w hich  the  o b jec ts  a f fe c t  the  s e n s e s ,  i . e .  a c c o r d in g  to  
t h e i r  s i m i l a r i t y  o r  d i s s im i l a r i t y  to  w hat the  e x p e r ie n c e  a l r e a d y  k n o w s ,  
t h e i r  p r o x im i ty  o r  d is ta n ce  and  th e i r  o th e r  q u a l i t i e s .  I t  i s  th i s  r e l a ­
t iv i ty  th a t  a c c o u n ts  fo r  the d iv e r s i ty  of o p in ions , f o r m e d  on th e  s a m e  
o b je c t ,  b e c a u s e  eac h  o b s e r v e r  i n t e r p r e t s  the  s e n s e  i m p r e s s i o n  h e  r e ­
c e iv e s  f r o m  the  e x te r n a l  o b jec t  a c c o rd in g  to  h is  own v is io n ,  an d  h a s  a  
t e n d e n c y  to  m a k e  up fo r  what he canno t p e rc e iv e  c l e a r l y  b y  u s in g  h i s  
own im a g in a t io n .  - «
It i s  th u s ,  a rg u e s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  in  th is  fa b le ,  th a t  so m e  of th e  
m e n ,  who s e e  a d is ta n t  ob jec t f lo a t in g  on the  s e a ,  ta k e  i t  f o r  a  p o w e r ­
fu l  w a r s h i p .  T h e n ,  a s  the o b jec t d ra w s  n e a r e r  an d  n e a r e r  to  th e  o b s e r ­
v e r s ,  i t  b e c o m e s ,  in tu rn ,  an d  to v a r io u s  p eo p le ,  a  f i r e s h i p ,  a  gon d o la ,  
a  p a c k a g e ,  a n d  f ina lly , m e r e  s t ic k s  f lo a t in g  on th e  w a v e .  T h i s ,  s a y s  
th e  p o e t ,  ■ i s  b e c a u s e
Ce qui nous p a r a i s s a i t  t e r r i b l e  e t s in g u l ie r  
S 'a p p r iv o is e  av ec  n o t r e  vue
Q uand ce v ien t a  la  c o n t i n u e . . . .  2 2 q
De lo in ,  c 'e s t  quelque chose ; e t de p r è s ,  ce  n ' e s t  r i e n .
T h e  q u e s t io n  th a t  a r i s e s  then  i s  th is  : D oes  L a  F o n ta in e  th in k  th a t  a  
s u r e  k n ow ledge  can  be a c q u i r e d  th ro u g h  the  s e n s e s ?  T h e  p o e t  a n s w e r s  
'y e s ' ,  b u t  w ith  s t ro n g  r e s e r v a t io n s .  T h i s  a n s w e r  i s  n o t  e l a b o r a t e d  u n t i l  
in  th e  s e c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  M eanw hile ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  d e d u ce  
w h a t  h i s  p o s i t io n  i s  f r o m  the  an a lo g y  he  g iv e s  in  th e  p r e s e n t  f a b le .  T h e  
s e n s e s ,  he  s u g g e s ts ,  a lw ays  r e p o r t  fa i th fu l ly  a l l  th a t  th e y  p e r c e iv e  
c l e a r ly ,  n o t  d is ta n t  o r  o b s c u re  i m p r e s s i o n s ,  a s  in  th e  c a s e  of th i s  f a b le .  
T h i s  i s  so b e c a u s e  the  s e n s e s  a r e  n a tu r a l  f a c u l t i e s  w h ich  a c t  th ro u g h  
th e  n e c e s s a r y  s t im u l i .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  an  e y e ,  f ix e d  upon  a  f a s t - m o v in g  
sh ip , r e p o r t s  th a t  the  bank a p p e a r s  to  be  m o v in g  in  th e  o p p o s i te  d i r e c ­
t io n .  T h i s  i s  e x ac t ly  a s  it  ought to b e ,  f o r  in  th e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  th e
220 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p . 99, F a b l e s , IV, 10, 11. 6 -8 ,  19.
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eye  r e c e i v e s  the  sam e  im p r e s s io n  a s  if the  bank  a n d  the  sh ip  w e r e  
m o v in g  in  o p p o s ite  d i re c t io n s .  W hat the  s e n s e s  p e r c e iv e  c l e a r l y  i s  
a lw a y s  in  c o n fo rm i ty  with the  t r u th  of a g iven  s i tu a t io n ,  in  c a s e s  w h e re  
it c o n c e r n s  the  o rd in a ry  b e h a v io u r . and  n e e d s  of l i f e .  W ith r e g a r d  to  
food, f o r  e x a m p le ,  the s e n s e s  h e lp  u s  to d i s c e r n  w hat we n e e d .  If 
th e y  r e p o r t  th a t  we a r e  hungry , then  we a r e  h u n g ry .  In th e  s a m e  w ay , 
i f  th e  eye  h a d  c l e a r ly  seen  the  f lo a t in g  s t ic k s ,  m e n t io n e d  in  th e  fa b le ,  
th e  o b s e r v e r s '  in i t ia l  e r r o r s  of id e n t i f ic a t io n  would no t have  o c c u r r e d .  
V ie w ed  in  th i s  w ay , the  s e n s e s  do no t d ece iv e ,  an d  a r e ,  f o r  L a  F o n ­
ta in e ,  th e  g a tew a y  to know ledge. On the  o th e r  han d , w h e re  th e  s e n s e s  
a r e  in c a p a b le  of p e rc e iv in g  a g iven  o b jec t ,  such  a s  a  d is ta n t  p la n e t  o r  
a s t a r ,  e r r o r s  a r e  bound to  o c c u r  in  any  s p e c u la t io n s  on the  s iz e ,  
p o s i t io n  o r  in f lu en ce  of such a s t a r ,  s in ce  the  s p e c u la to r s  w ould  only  
be b u i ld in g  upon th e i r  own im a g in a t io n s  r a t h e r  th an  upon th e  e v id e n c e  
of th e  s e n s e s .
T h i s  is  the  m a in  a rg u m e n t  beh in d  L a  F o n ta in e 's  s c e p t i c i s m  v i s -  
a - v i s  a l l  h u m a n  c la im s  to a b so lu te  t r u th  in  m a t t e r s  o u ts id e  th e  d o m a in  
of r e a l  e x p e r i e n c e .  What g u a ra n tee  have  th e  c h a r l a t a n s ,  a s t r o l o g e r s  
a n d  p re s u m p tu o u s  p h i lo so p h e rs  a g a in s t  the  f a l s i t y  of th e  im a g in a t io n  
w h ich  in f lu e n c e s  r e a s o n  and ju d g e m e n t?  T h e  i m p r e s s i o n  w h ich  th e  p o e t  
g iv e s  to  th e  r e a d e r  is  not th a t  of an  a r r o g a n t  s c e p t ic ,  who d e l ig h ts  in  
m a k in g  a m o c k e r y  of t r a d i t io n a l  b e l ie f s ,  o r  who a m u s e s  h im s e l f  a t  th e  
s p e c ta c le  of th e  w eak n ess  of h u m an  r e a s o n .  I t i s  r a t h e r  th a t  of a  lu c id  
m o d e r a t e ,  who is  a f r a id  of fa l l in g  in to  e r r o r  by  a d o p tin g  a b s o lu te  o p in ­
io n s .  T h u s ,  o u r  p o e t 's  s c e p t ic i s m  i s  th a t  of an  open  and  in te l l e c tu a l ly  
a l e r t  m in d  who, in  an age when a l l  p a r t i e s  w e re  in te n t  on im p o s in g  
th e i r  t r e n c h a n t  d o c tr in e s  on o th e r s ,  w hen  e v e ry o n e  e l s e  w a s  p r o c la im in g
a t  th e  top  of h is  vo ice  : " Je  s a is  to u t" ,  s e e m s  to  h av e  m u r m u r e d ,  l ik e
221M o n ta ig n e ,  "Que s a i s - j e ? "
T h is  a ff in i ty  of thought w ith  M on ta igne  i s  h a r d ly  s u r p r i s i n g .  I t  
w i l l  be  r e c a l l e d  th a t  the s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  s t ru g g le  a g a in s t  in t e l l e c tu a l  
p r e s u m p t io n  d re w  in s p i ra t io n  f r o m  R e n a is s a n c e  s c e p t i c i s m ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
f r o m  th a t  of M onta igne. T he  l a t t e r  a t t a c k s  m a n 's  s e l f - a r r o g a t e d  
s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  the  a n im a ls .  H e v i s u a l i z e s  m a n  a s  be in g  e s s e n t i a l l y  a
221 . M on ta ig n e ,  M . , Op. C i t . , pp . 42 6 -  -430, 465 -  467.
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b u n d le  of e r r o r s  and c o n tra d ic t io n s .  R e a s o n  i t s e l f  w h ich  d i s t in g u is h e s  
om  the  r e s t  of the  a n im a ls  i s  n o t w o r th  th e  p r i c e  s e t  on i t ;
I t s  e f f ic ie n c y  c o m p a r e s  u n fav o u rab ly  w ith  the  p e r f e c t io n  of a n im a l  i n ­
s t in c t ,  f o r  It I S  co n stan tly  a t  the  m e r c y  of the  im a g in a t io n  an d  e x t e r ­
n a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  F in a l ly ,  he c h a l len g e s  m a n 's  c la im  to  a s u r e  
k n o w led g e .  T h e re  is  not the  s l ig h te s t  doubt th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d r e w
in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  the  w r i t in g s  of M on ta igne , f o r  he  r e - e c h o e s  th e  l e t ­
t e r ' s  id e a s  in  th e  m a in  body of h i s  a rg u m e n t  a g a in s t  h a s ty  c o n c lu s io n s  
an d  in te l le c tu a l  van ity .
B u t the  in fluence  of M onta igne  a lone  canno t a cc o u n t  f o r  th e  a t ­
t i tu d e  of in te l l e c tu a l  s c e p t ic i s m  w hich  L a  P^ontaine h a s  c u l t iv a te d  a t  
th i s  s ta g e  of h is  deve lopm ent,  f o r  s ig n if ic a n t  a s  th i s  in f lu en ce  m a y  
h av e  b e e n  on s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  thought in  g e n e r a l ,  i t  d o es  n o t s e e m  
to  h av e  h a d  a  v e r y  d i r e c t  im p ac t  on the  p o e t .  I t  i s  g e n e r a l ly  b e l ie v e d  
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  is  a  fa ith fu l fo l lo w e r  of Æ s o p ,  th a t  i s ,  a  p oe t of t r a ­
d i t io n a l  w is d o m  in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  an d  th a t  he  does  n o t 
g ive  s e r i o u s  a t te n t io n  to h igh ly  in te l le c tu a l  p r o b le m s ,  such  a s  th e  c o n ­
t r o v e r s y  o v e r  th e  th e o ry  of know ledge, u n ti l  h is  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  c i r c l e  
of M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie re .  L eo n  P e t i t ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a t t r i b u t e s  the  
poe t s e a r l i e s t  c o n tac t  with E p ic u r ’ftft*/Gassendi^^ideas to  the  in f lu en c e  of 
B e r n i e r  in  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  sa lo n .
L a  F o n ta in e ,  quant à  lu i ,  n 'a  p a s  connu p e r s o n e l l e -  
m e n t  G a sse n d i .  Q uand c e lu i - c i  m o u r u t  (1655), le  
p o e te  a v a i t  t r e n t e - q u a t r e  a n s .  T r o p  p ro v in c ia l  e n ­
c o r e  p o u r  ê t r e  m ê le  a la  v ie  de l a  c a p i t a le ,  c e p e n ­
dan t que M o lie re  e t C h a p e l le ,  p a r  e x e m p le ,  p lu s  
p a r i s i e n s  que lu i,  a v a ie n t  p r o f i t é  d e s  le ç o n s  du 
m a î t r e .  E n  rev a n ch e ,  i l  e s t  a  p r é s u m e r  que  c ' e s t  
p a r  le  t ru c h e m e n t  de B e r n i e r ,  dont i l  fu t  l ' a m i ,  que 
L a  F o n ta in e  ^^g te  in t ro d u i t  a  la  d o c t r in e  p h i lo so p h iq u e  
de G a ss e n d i .
B u t f r o m  w hat we have  seen  in  the  c o u r s e  of th i s  c h a p te r ,  i t  i s  q u ite  
e v id e n t  th a t  a s  e a r ly  a s  1668, L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  a l r e a d y  in v o lv ed  in  
s o m e  of the  m o s t  com plex  in te l le c tu a l  p r o b le m s  of th e  ag e ,  f o r  h i s  
fa b le  of L e  C h am eau  e t le s  B âtons  f lo t ta n ts  and  h i s  a t t i tu d e  of m e t a ­
p h y s ic a l  doubt o r  s c e p t ic i s m  a r e  im p l ic a te d  in  the  c o n t r o v e r s y  b e tw ee n
222. M on ta ig n e ,  M . , Op. C i t . ,  pp . 315 -  321, 426 -  467,
223. L é o n  P e t i t ,  Op. C i t . , p. 193.
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D e s c a r t e s  an d  G a ss e n d i  over the  q u e s t io n  of the  e x te n t  to  w h ich  h u m a n  
r e a s o n  and  in te l l ig e n c e  can  be r e l i e d  upon to a t t a in  a s u r e  k n o w le d g e .
T h e  p o s i t io n  ta k e n  by the poet, a s  s e e n  in  the  a r g u m e n ts  he  a d v a n c e s  
ab o v e ,  i s  o b v io u s ly  a l r e a d y  G a s s e n d is t ,  th a t  i s ,  the  e p ic u r e a n  th e o r y  
of k n o w led g e  ad o p ted  by G a ssen d i .  How th en  do we e x p la in  th e  f a c t  
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  adop ts  th is  a t t i tu d e  ev en  b e fo re  c o m in g  in  d i r e c t  c o n ­
t a c t  w ith  th e  G a s s e n d is t  m il ie u  of • M ine , de L a  S a b l i e r e ' s  s a lo n ?
D o es  m e r e  t e m p e r a m e n t  suffice  to  ex p la in  h is  in te l l e c tu a l  s c e p t i c i s m ?  
T h i s  i s  p ro b a b le ,  but only to the  ex ten t  th a t  he i s  t e m p e r a m e n ta l ly  
d ra w n  to  k in d r e d  s p i r i t s  whose in f lu en ce  h ad  a n  im p a c t  on h is  th in k in g  
a t  th i s  t i m e .  T h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  h is  e a r l i e s t  id e a s  of e p i c u r e a n i s m  
w e r e  d e r iv e d  f r o m  h is  re ad in g  of L u c r e t iu s  who i s  a  d is c ip le  of E p i ­
c u r u s .  B u t a g a in ,  the  d eg ree  of in f luence  h e r e ,  though c o n s id e r a b le ,  
i s  n o t  a s  s t ro n g  a s  tha t  of d i r e c t  c o n tac t .  A n  e x a m p le  of t h ^  lat%r 
f o r m  of in f lu e n c e ,  th a t  i s ,  of d i r e c t  and  m o r e  p o w erfu l  in f lu en ce  on 
th e  f o r m a t i o n  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  th in k in g  and  a t t i tu d e  a t  th is  s ta g e  i s  
S a in t - E v r e m o n d .  T he tigh t bond of f r ie n d s h ip  b e tw e e n  the  poe t and  
S a in t - E v r e m o n d  h a s  a l r e a d y  b een  no ted  in  o u r  d i s c u s s io n  of th e  b e n e ­
f ic e n t  f r i e n d s  (Cf. C h ap te r  U, 4 ) .  S a in t - E v re m o n d  w as  w e l l-k n o w n  f o r  
h i s  e p i c u r e a n i s m  both  in  t a s t e s  an d  in  m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e .  In  h is  
R e f le x io n s  s u r  l a  m o r a le  d 'E p ic u r e , b egun  b e fo re  h i s  b a n is h m e n t  b u t  
c o m p le te d  in  ex ile  and  pu b lish ed  in  1674, he  t a k e s  up  the  d e fen ce  of 
E p i c u r u s  a g a in s t  the  l a t t e r ' s  d e t r a c t o r s .  E v e ry o n e  k n o w s, h e  d e c l a r e s ,  
th a t  m o s t  m e n  condem n  E p ic u ru s  and  r e j e c t  h is  d o c t r in e  a s  d a n g e r o u s .  
C o n se q u e n t ly ,  a  m a n  is  c o n s id e re d  v ic io u s  f r o m  th e  m o m e n t  he  d e c l a r e s  
h im s e l f  a  d is c ip le  of E p ic u ru s .  T h e  r e a s o n  f o r  th is  a t t i tu d e  i s  th a t  
th e  e p i c u r e a n s  do not follow o th e r  peop le  in  b e l ie v in g  s h e e p is h ly .  M o st  
p eo p le  do no t  e n d eav o u r  to in fo rm  th e m s e lv e s  c o r r e c t l y ,  b u t  b l in d ly  a d ­
h e r e  to  w h a te v e r  i s  to ld  th e m . W ithout i n s t r u c t in g  t h e m s e lv e s  in  th e  
n a tu r e  of th in g s ,  th ey  judge th o se  to  be b e s t  th a t  h av e  th e  g r e a t e s t
c ro w d  of a d m i r e r s .  T hus  m o s t  m e n  r e t a i n  t h e i r  e r r o r s  b e c a u s e  th e y
224
a r e  c o u n ten a n c ed  by  th o se  of o th e r  m e n .  T h e  im p a c t  of th i s  a t t i tu d e  on
S a in t - E v r e m o n d  is  s een  in  the  w o rd s  of A l b e r t - M a r i e  S c h m id t .  H e  w r i t e s
224 . S a i n t - E v re m o n d ,  Œ u v r e s  en  P r o s e ,  ( e d i t .R .  T e r n o i s ) ,  P a r i s  
(D id ie r) ,  1966, t . I I I ,  pp. 418-438
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De ce  c o m m e rc e  san s  f r a n c h i s e  av ec  des  e p i c u r Î € n s ,  
i l  r e t i r e  cependant que lques  p r in c ip e s  f o r m e l s :  un i n ­
c u ra b le ^  dégoût pour la  t é m é r i t é  d 'e s p r i t ,  une s u p e r b e  
h u m il i té ^  devant l ' in c o n n a is s a b le ,  e t  p e u t - ê t r e  en co re ,  
c e t te  m é th o d e  h y p e r  c r i t iq u e  d 'a n a ly s e  m o r a l e ,  dont, 
a  l 'u s a g e  il  c ru t  r e c o n n a î t r e  l 'e x a c t i tu d e .  ^ ^
In  m e n 's  d e s i r e  to know the t ru th  and  the  fu tu r e ,  th e y  look up to  th e
p h i lo s o p h e r s  and  the  c h a r la ta n s  fo r  the  a n s w e r ,  no t know ing  th a t  t h e s e
i m p o s t o r s  th e m s e lv e s  a r e  a s  ig n o ra n t  a s  e v e ry o n e  e l s e  abou t th e s e
th in g s .  P l a to ,  A r i s to t l e ,  Zeno and E p ic u r u s  a l l  c o n t r a d ic t  e a c h  o th e r ,
a r g u e s  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  and i t  is  one of l i f e ' s  m is f o r t u n e s  th a t  c e r t a i n
t r u t h s  sh o u ld  r e m a in  unknown. P h i lo s o p h e r s  who p r o c l a im  one v ie w  a c t
in  a  m a n n e r  c o n t r a r y  to  th e i r  own op in io n s .  T h u s  E p i c u r u s  ta u g h t  th a t
e v e r y th in g  i s  m a t t e r ,  even  soul, s p i r i t  and  m in d ,  an d  th a t  e v e r y th in g
b e c o m e s  c o r r u p t  and p e r i s h e s ,  ye t he a c te d  a s  if  h e  e x p e c te d  i m m o r -
♦
t a l i t y .  D e s c a r t e s ,  who ta lk e d  abou t a  s u b s ta n c e  w hich  is  p u r e ly  s p i r i ­
tu a l  an d  w h ich  th in k s  e te rn a l ly ,  p ro v e d  no th ing , e x c e p t  th a t  he  h a d  no  
p ro o f s  fo r  h i s  th e o ry .  In c o n c lu s io n .  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  r e c o m m e n d s  th a t  
s in c e  i t  i s  im p o s s ib le  to know the  u l t im a te  p r in c ip le s  o r  c a u s e s ,  m e n  
sh o u ld  c o n so le  th e m s e lv e s  by  se ld o m  re f le c t in g  upon l i f e ' s  h id d e n  p r o b ­
l e m s  an d  by  en d eav o u rin g  to e sc a p e  f r o m  m i s e r y  th ro u g h  the  p u r s u i t  of 
p l e a s u r e .  I t  is  e a s y  to see  f r o m  th e  above  th a t  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  i s
t e m p e r a m e n t a l l y  G a s s e n d is t .  H is  a t t r a c t i o n  to  G a s s e n d i 's  c i r c l e  d e ­
r i v e s  f r o m  th e  l a t t e r ' s  in t e r e s t  in  E p ic u r u s  of w hom  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  
h im s e l f  w r i t e s  :
L u c r è c e  a  é té  son  a d o r a te u r ;  Séneque , to u t  e n n e m i 
de s a  s e c te  q u 'i l  é ta i t ,  a  p a r l é  de lu i  a v e c  e lo g e .
Si d e s  v i l le s  l 'o n t  eu en h o r r e u r ,  d ' a u t r e s  lu i  ont 
é r i g é  d e s  s ta tu es ;  e t p a r m i  l e s  c h r é t i e n s ,  s i  l e s  
p è r e s  l 'o n t  d é c r ié ,  M . G a s s e n d i  e t  M . B e r n i e r  le  
ju s t i f i e n t .
A lth o u g h  G a s s e n d i  adop ts  an  e c le c t ic  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd s  p h i lo so p h y  in  
g e n e r a l ,  th e  r e a l  b a s i s  of h is  d o c t r in e  is  E p i c u r e a n .  A s  L e o n  P e t i t
p u ts  i t .
225. S ch m id t ,  A lb e r t - M a r ie ,  S a in t - E v re m o n d  ou l 'h u m a n is t e  im p u r ,
P a r i s ,  (C a\eker) , 1932, p. 35.
226. S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  Œ u v r e s  m ê lé e s ,  (éd it .  C h a r l e s  G ira u d ) ,  P a r i s ,
1865, t . I ,  pp. 58-59.
227. Ib id . , p . 172.
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Si en  e ffe t,  dans son é c le c t i s m e ,  ce d e r n i e r  a 
p ré te n d u  c o n s t r u i r e  son oeuvre en  c u e i l la n t  la  
f l e u r  de to u te s  le s  p h i lo so p h ie s ,  c ’e s t  en  f a i t  
E p i c u r e  qui r e s t e  son ido le  e t son  m a î t r e .
L ik e  G a s s e n d i ,  S a in t -E v re m o n d  i s  p e r s u a d e d  th a t  th e  p o w e r  of h u m a n  
r e a s o n  to  a c q u i r e  abso lu te  t ru th  is  s e v e r e ly  l im i t e d  a s  h a s  b e e n  v in d i ­
c a te d  b y  th e  e n d le s s  d is a g r e e m e n ts  and  s e l f - c o n t r a d ic t i o n s  am o n g  the  
p h i lo s o p h e r s .  A m id s t  th is  re f le c t io n ,  a s  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  h im s e l f  t e l l s  
u s ,  th e  id e a  o c c u r r e d  to  h im  to  co n su l t  G a s s e n d i  p e r s o n a l ly  f o r  i n s t r u c ­
t io n  and  g u id an ce  :
A u  m i l i e u  de ces  m e d i ta t io n s ,  qui m e  d e s a b u s a ie n t  
in s e n s ib le m e n t ,  j ' e u s  la  c u r io s i t é  de v o i r  G a ss e n d i ,  
le  p lu s  c é lé b r é  des  p h ilo so p h es  e t  l e  m o in s  p r é s o m -  
tu e u x .  A p r e s  de longs  e n t r e t i e n s ,  ou i l  m e  f i t  v o i r  
to u t  ce  que peu t i n s p i r e r  la  r a i s o n ,  i l  se  p la ig n i t  
"que  la  n a tu re  eût donné ta n t  d 'é te n d u e  à  la  c u r i o s i t é  
e t  d e s  b o rn e s  s i  é t r o i t e s  a la  c o n n a is s a n c e ,  q u ' i l  ne* * 
le  d i s a i t  point pou r m o r t i f i e r  l a  p r é s o m p t io n  d e s  a u t r e s ,  
ou p a r  une fa u s se  h u m il i té  de s o i - m ê m e  qui s e n t  to u t  
a  f a i t  l 'h y p o c r i s i e ;  que p e u t - ê t r e  i l  n ' i g n o r a i t  p a s  ce  
que l 'o n  pouvait p e n s e r  s u r  b eau co u p  de c h o s e s ,  m a i s  
de b ie n  c o n n a î t r e  le s  m o in d r e s ,  q u ' i l  n 'o s a i t  s 'e n  
a s s u r e r " . 229
T h i s  m e e t in g  w ith  G assen d i w as m o m e n to u s  an d  c e r t a i n l y  q u ite  d e c i s iv e  
in  sh ap in g  d i r e c t l y  S a in t - E v re m o n d 's  th in k in g  on p h i lo s o p h ic a l  an d  m e t a ­
p h y s ic a l  s p e c u la t io n s  and in d i r e c t ly  th a t  of L a  F o n t a i n e ,  f o r  c o m m e n t in g  
on th e  im p a c t  of the  in te rv ie w  on h is  su b se q u e n t  l i fe  an d  a t t i tu d e ,  S a in t -  
E v r e m o n d  d e c l a r e s  :
A l o r s  une  sc ien ce  qui m 'é t a i t  d e ja  s u s p e c te  m e  
p a r u t  t r o p  va ine  pou r m 'y  a s s u j e t t i r  p lu s  lo n g ­
te m p s ;  j e  ro m p is  tou t c o m m e r c e  a v e c  e l l e ,  e t  
c o m m e n ç a is  d 'a d m i r e r  co m m e  i l  é ta i t  p o s s ib le  a 
un  h o m m e  sage  de p a s s e r  s a  v ie  a  d e s  r e c h e r c h e s  
in u t i l e s .  °
I t  i s  th i s  G a s s e n d i s t  a t t i tude  to p o p u la r  s u p e r s t i t io n ,  th i s  in t e l l e c tu a l  
h u m i l i ty  in  th e  fa c e  of the  im p e n e t ra b le  m y s t e r i e s  of n a t u r e ,  th a t  S a in t -  
E v r e m o n d  c o m m u n ic a te d  to L a  F o n ta in e  in  th e  c o u r s e  of t h e i r  a s s o c i a t i o n  
d u r in g  th e  p e r io d  be tw een  1658 and 1661. T h e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  of th e  id e a s
228 . L é o n  P e t i t ,  L a  F o n ta in e  et S a in t - E v re m o n d  ou L a  T e n ta t io n  de
• L 'A n g le te r r e ,  T ou lo u se ,  1953, p. 191.
229. S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  Œ u v r e s  m ê le e s ,  t . I ,  p . 59.
230. I b i d . ,  pp. 59-60 .
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of th e  g a s s e n d i s t  c i r c l e  w as r e n d e r e d  e a s i e r  by  the  f a c t  th a t  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  w as  a l r e a d y  te m p e r a m e n ta l ly  d is p o s e d  to  w e lc o m e  th e m .  T h u s  
he  r e a d i ly  d i s c o v e r e d  in S a in t - E v re m o n d  a k in d r e d  s p i r i t  and  an  e a r l y  
l in k  w ith  g a s s e n d i s m  and  e p ic u r e a n is m .  T h e  su rv iv in g  f r a g m e n t s  of 
th e  C o r re s p o n d e n c e  w hich  p a s s e d  b e tw e e n  th e  the  two m e n  r e v e a l  a n  
^ H in ity  of th o u g h t and t a s t e  b e tw een  th e m .  P r i o r  to  S a in t - E v r e m o n d 's  
b a n is h m e n t  in  1661, when the f r ie n d s  and  a s s o c i a t e s  of F o u q u e t  w e r e  
b e in g  p e r s e c u t e d  b y  C o lb e r t  and  h is  g ro u p . L a  F o n ta in e  h ad  b e e n  a 
c lo s e  f r i e n d  of S a in t -E v re m o n d  s in c e  the  d ay s  t h e i r  p a th s  c r o s s e d  a t  
V aux , a n d  th ro u g h o u t  the  p e r io d  of e x i le ,  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  m a in ta in e d  a  
s te a d y  c o n ta c t  w ith  the  poet th ro u g h  a r e g u l a r  ex ch an g e  of l e t t e r s .  T h e  
c o n c lu s io n  c an n o t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  be av o id ed  th a t ,  c o n t r a r y  to  th e  g e n e r a l  
v iew . L a  F o n ta in e  d e r iv e d  h is  f i r s t  p r a c t i c a l  k now ledge  of e p i c u r e a n i s m  
an d  gas  s e n d i s m  b e fo re  he e v e r  c am e  in  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  c irc le»  of M m e ,  
de L a  S a b l i e r e .  T he  poet f i r s t  d is c o v e r e d  and  a d m i r e d  in  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  
th a t  in t e l l e c tu a l  doubt, b o rn  of p ru d e n c e  and  h u m il i ty  of w h ich  G a s s e n d i  
w a s  th e  s y m b o l .  In  one of h is  l e t t e r s  to  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  th e  p o e t  r e ­
c a l l s  one a r e a  of h is  in te l le c tu a l  and  t e m p e r a m e n ta l  a f f in i ty  w ith  S a in t -  
E v r e m o n d .  H e w r i t e s  :
J e  n e  su is  p a s  m o in s  en n em i que v ous  du fa u x  
a i r  d ' e s p r i t  que p re n d  un l i b e r t i n .  Q u iconque  £31 
l ' a f f e c t e r a ,  je  lu i  d o n n e ra i  la  p a lm e  du r id i c u le .
W hat L a  F o n ta in e  im b ibed  f r o m  h is  f r i e n d ,  in  a d d i t io n  to  t h e i r  c o m m o n  
e p ic u r e a n  t a s t e  fo r  p le a s u r e ,  i s  the  " h o n n ê te s - g e n s "  a t t i tu d e  of b e in g  
d i s c r e e t  in  h i s  p ro n o u n c e m en ts ,  m o d e s t  in  h i s  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  b u t  scep tic a ] ,  
i r o n i c  an d  a lm o s t  genuinely  in d if fe re n t  to  th e  p r o b le m s  of l i f e ,  p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  th o s e  p r o b le m s  w hich s e e m  to  t r a n s c e n d  h u m a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g .
B o th  m e n  h av e  in com m on  th e i r  lu c id  doubt, founded  upon  th e  f a c t  of 
the  in c a p a c i ty  of hu m an  r e a s o n  to  a t ta in  the  a b so lu te  t r u t h .  A l l  a b s o lu te  
d o c t r in e s  a n g e r  o u r  poet, p a r t i c u l a r ly  w hen  he  r e c a l l s  th a t  th e  s o - c a l l e d  
a b so lu te  t r u t h  i s  no m o r e  than  a p e r s o n a l  op in io n .  In  the  fa c e  of m a n 's  
e v id en t  l im i t a t i o n s  and in te l le c tu a l  w e a k n e s s e s ,  why, he  a s k s ,  sh o u ld  a n  
in d iv id u a l  o r  g ro u p s  p ronounce  w ith  an  a i r  of f in a l i ty  on a b s t r a c t  i s s u e s  
o u ts id e  the  d o m a in  of e x p e r ien c e  : d iv ine  w il l ,  a s t r a l  in f lu e n c e s  on m a n 's  
d e s t in y ,  th e  n a tu r e  of God, and a l l  the  r e s t  of i t?
231 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  pp. 375 - 383.
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I t  c an  be  see n  f ro m  th is  a t t i tu d e  th a t  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  c o n t r i b u ­
t io n  to  the  in te l le c tu a l  debate  is  p o s i t iv e .  It i s  a  p le a  f o r  p eop le  to  
be m o d e s t  enough  to susp en d  ju d g e m e n t  in  o r d e r  th a t  th e y  m a y  the  m o r e  
e a s i ly  m a in t a in  t h e i r  b a lan ce  b e fo re  the  e x ig e n c ie s  of n a tu r e .  T h a t  i s ,  
if  m a n  i s  to  av o id  e r r o r ,  he m u s t  h o ld  on to  r a t i o n a l  doubt u n t i l  he  
s e e s  an  in c o n t r o v e r t ib le  ev idence  of t r u th  th ro u g h  m e th o d ic a l  r e a s o n in g  
b a s e d  on r e a l  e x p e r ie n c e .  I t i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  the  p o e t  r a r e l y ,  i f  e v e r ,  
g iv e s  a n y  c a t e g o r i c a l  a n s w e rs  to p a ra d o x ic a l  p r o b le m s ,  su ch  a s  th e  
o n es  m e n t io n e d  e a r l i e r  on. He i s  con ten t to  le a v e  th e m  a s  th e y  a r e ,  
a d m i t t in g  h u m b ly  th a t
L 'A v e n i r  m 'e s t  chose  inconnue.
E t  j e  n 'e n  p a r le  q u 'à  tâ to n s .
H av in g  ab an d o n e d  the  hope of e v e r  p e n e t r a t in g  th e  u l t im a te  p r in c ip l e s
of n a tu r e  th ro u g h  n a tu r a l  m e a n s ,  he  n e i t h e r  r e s o r t s  to  s u p e r s t i t i o n  n o r
h id e s  h i s  n a t u r a l  hu m an  in c ap a c i ty  u n d e r  th e  c lo ak  of v a in  m e ta p h y s i c a l
s p e c u la t io n s .  I t  i s  no w onder , t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  h e  co n d em n s  in  th e
s t r o n g e s t  t e r m s ,  the  a s t r o lo g e r s  and  c h a r l a t a n s ,  f o r  th e i r  in t e l l e c tu a l
d i s h o n e s ty ,  p r e s u m p t io n  and v a in  c l a im s  to  p o s s e s s  th e  l a s t  w o rd  on
m a t t e r s  th a t  t r a n s c e n d  h um an  u n d e rs ta n d in g
. . . .  P a u v re  bê te ,
T a n d i s q u 'a  peine  a  t e s  p ie d s  tu  peux  v o i r ,
P e n s e s - t u  l i r e  a u - d e s s u s  de t a  t ê t e ?
In th e  s a m e  u n c o m p r is in g  tone , he  in d ic ts ,  in  th e  e p iso d e  of th e  w olf
m a s q u e r a d in g  a s  a su rg eo n , the  m e d ic a l  q u a ck s  of h i s  epo ch , who
c la im e d  to  c u r e  d i s e a s e s  th a t  th e y  cou ld  n o t  ev en  d ia g n o s e .
C 'e s t  b ie n  fa i t ,  d it le  loup en  s o i - m ê m e ,  f o r t  t r i s t e ;
C h acu n  à  son  m e t i e r  do it to u jo u r s  s 'a t t a c h e r .
T u  veux  f a i r e  i c i  l ' a r b o r i s t e .
E t  ne fus  j a m a is  que b o u c h e r .
T h i s  r e a c t io n  d o es  not m a k e  our poe t any  l e s s  in te l l e c tu a l  o r  f o r w a rd -  
lo o k in g . It i s  w ithou t p re ju d ic e  to  the  genu ine  s c ie n t i f ic  c u r i o s i t y  of 
h o n e s t  r e s e a r c h e r s ,  who c o n tr ib u te  p o s i t iv e ly  to h u m a n  k n o w led g e .  Such  
r e s e a r c h e r s  w o rk  m e th o d ica lly ,  fo llow ing  th e  e m p i r i c a l  la w s  of p h y s ic s ,  
c h e m i s t r y ,  b io lo g y  and  o th e r  c o m b in a t io n s ,  w h ich  en ab le  th e m  to  d i s ­
c o v e r  th e  s e c r e t s  of n a tu re  fo r  the  b e n e f i t  of m a n k in d .  T h e i r  p r e o c c u ­
p a t io n  c o n t r a s t s  th e r e f o r e  w ith the  p re te n t io u s  s p e c u la t io n s  of th e  i m p o s -
t o r s  c o n d em n e d  by  the poet. ______ _
232. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 55.: ' -
233 . Ib id . p. 86, F a b le s , II, 13, 11. 2 -4 .
234. I b id . ,  p . 107, V, 8, 11. 33 -36 .
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F r o m  a l l  in d ic a t io n s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  now p lunged  h e ad lo n g  
in to  the  in te l l e c tu a l  pool of h is  epo ch . I t  i s  p o s s ib le ,  a t  t h i s  s ta g e  
of h is  d e v e lo p m en t ,  to  fo rm  a m e n ta l  p ic tu re  of th e  evo lv ing  p e r s o n a ­
l i ty .  T h e  im a g e  he p r e s e n ts  is  th a t  of a n  in te l le c tu a l  who ju d ic io u s ly  
lo o k s  b e fo re  ta k in g  a m e n ta l  le ap ,  who c o n s id e r s  a l l  s id e s  b e f o r e  c o m ­
m i t t i n g  h im s e l f .  Having o b s e rv e d  m o r e  d iv e r s i ty  th a n  u n i fo r m i ty  in  
n a tu r e ,  he  h a s  com e to u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  a l l  c o m p a r i s o n s  a r e  fu t i le ,  
g iv en  th e  r e l a t i v e  c h a r a c t e r  of a l l  s i tu a t io n s ,  a l l  a b so lu te  g e n e r a l i z a ­
t io n s  o v e r —s im p l i f ic a t io n s .  M o re o v e r ,  h is  h i s t o r i c a l  and  p e r s o n a l  p e r ­
s p e c t iv e  h a s  tau g h t h im  th a t  the v ie w s  of h i s  epoch , h i s  c o u n t ry  a n d  
h im s e l f  a r e  b y  no m e a n s  a b so lu te  t r u t h s ,  in  v iew  of t h e i r  d i v e r s i t y  
an d  the  c o n s ta n t ly  changing n a tu re  of a l l  e a r th ly  th in g s ,  a  ch an g e  
w h ich  m a k e s  i t  im p o ss ib le  fo r  so m e th in g  a s  c o n s ta n t  a s  a b so lu te  t r u t h  
to  dw e ll  in  m a n .  In th is  s e n se ,  h i s  m e ta p h y s ic a l  doubt i s  ryot so 
m u c h  a n  a r r o g a n t  in q u es t  in to  r e a s o n  and  fa i th ,  a s  a  s t a t e m e n t  of th e  
m o r a l  f a c t  th a t  m a n  is  n a tu ra l ly  a d d ic te d  to  e r r o r ,  and  th a t  th e  q u e s t  
f o r  a b so lu te  t r u t h  is  u n a tta in ab le .  I t  i s  m o r e  in te l le c tu a l ly  h o n e s t ,  
m o r e  p ru d e n t ,  and  consequen tly , m o r e  v i r tu o u s  to  s e t  o n e se l f  a n  a t ­
ta in a b le  id e a l  th a n  to  a s p i r e  to  t r a n s c e n d  o n e 's  own n a tu r e .  E t h i c a l l y  . 
an d  in te l l e c tu a l ly ,  the  f o r m e r  te a c h e s  m a n  to  l e a r n  of h im s e l f  a s  h e  
r e a l l y  i s  a n d  to  be hum ble . The l a t t e r  l e a d s  to  p re s u m p t io n ,  
d i s i l lu s io n m e n t ,  f r u s t r a t io n  and m i s e r y .  F o r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
th e  s ta g e  of m e ta p h y s ic a l  s c e p t ic i s m  w as  th e  po in t in  t im e ,  w h en  h e  
m a n i f e s t e d  h i s  in te l le c tu a l  ind ep en d en ce  v i s - a - v i s  th e  p re s u m p tu o u s  
p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  m e ta p h y s ic ia n s  and th e o lo g ia n s .  Som e of th e s e  w e r e  
once  h i s  h e r o e s  and h is  t e a c h e r s  d u r in g  h is  e a r ly ,  f o r m a t iv e  y e a r s .  
Now, h e  h a s  d is c o v e re d  such f law s in  th e m  th a t  h e  c an n o t b u t  s h a k e  
off t h e i r  m e n ta l  tu te lag e  o v e r  h im ,  an d  t u r n  to  th e  f a c t s  of e x p e r i e n c e  
f o r  s e l f - e d u c a t io n .  T h is  i s  a  s ign  of h e a l th y ,  in t e l l e c tu a l  g ro w th .
T h e  sw itch  f r o m  t r a d i t io n a l  apo logue  to  in te l l e c tu a l  p o e t r y  h a s  th u s  
se t  o u r  p oe t on the ro ad  to  m a tu r i ty .
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CHAPTER IV
TOWARDS MATURITY (1668 - 1678)
 ^ P a in te r  of the  P a s s io n s  and  P o e t  of " V o lu p te " :P s y c h e
B y  th e  t im e  L a  F o n ta in e  t r a n s f o r m e d  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  apo logue  
in to  i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o e t ry  in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  h e  h ad  a t t e m p te d  
a lm o s t  a l l  th e  know n l i t e r a r y  g e n re s .  He h a d  f i r s t  of a l l  t r i e d  d r a m a ­
tic  p o e t r y  (L ’E u n u q u e ) , then  a t te m p te d  th e  h e r o i c  g e n re  (A d o n is ) . A t 
V aux , he  h a d  a l s o  e x e r c i s e d  h is  ta le n ts  in  h i s t o r i c a l  w r i t in g  w ith  th e  
d e s c r ip t i o n s  of th e  p r iv a te  h i s to r y  of V aux , m ix e d  w ith  r o m a n t ic  e p i ­
s o d e s .  N ex t h e ,  f i r s t  a s  a  " c o n te u r" ,  th en  a s  a  " f a b u l i s te " ,  c r e a t e d  
th e  tw o new  an d  c lo s e ly  r e la te d  g e n re s  of " c o n te "  a n d  " f a b le " .  * We h av e  
a l r e a d y  n o te d  how the  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  of the  l a t t e r  in to  a n  in te l le c tu a l  
i n s t r u m e n t  s e t  h im  on the ro a d  to  m a tu r i ty .  B ut th e  r e a l  po in t of d e ­
p a r t u r e  t o w a r d s  th is  goal is  L es  A m o u rs  de P s y c h e  et de C u p id o n .
T h is  h y b r id  p ie c e ,  p u b lish ed  in 1669, m a r k s  th e  c u lm in a t in g  po in t of L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  p r o f e s s i o n a l  fo rm a tio n ,  f o r  i t  s y n th e s iz e s  a l l  h i s  p re v io u s  
l i t e r a r y  e x p e r i e n c e s  in to  one m ix e d  and  co m p lex  u n it  of w o rk ,  m a d e  
p o s s ib le  b y  th e  su b tle  fusion  of p ro s e  an d  p o e t ry .
T h e  r e m o te  o r ig in  of the  leg en d  of P s y c h e  i s  n o t  c l e a r l y  know n. 
W hat i s  c e r t a i n ,  a s  the  poet h im s e l f  t e l l s  us  in  th e  " P r e f a c e "  is  th a t  
h is  im m e d ia te  s o u r c e  of in s p i ra t io n  w as  T he  M e ta m o r p h o s e s  o r  th e  G o l-  
den  A s s  of A p u le iu s .
. N 1  ,
A p u le e  m e  fo u r n i s s a i t  la  m a t t e r e .  . .  .
T he  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  w as  r ic h  w ith  m o r e  o r  l e s s  fa i th fu l  R e n a i s s a n c e  
t r a n s l a t i o n s  of A p u le iu s  ' w ork . A m ong th e s e  w e r e  th e  r e n d e r in g s  b y  
G u i l la u m e  M ic h e l  (1517), J e a n  M augin (1546), G e o rg e s  de L a  B o u th iè re  
(1553) an d  J e a n  L ouveau  (1558). It is  p o s s ib le  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  c o n s u l ­
te d  so m e  of th e s e  w o rk s ,  but the  v e r s io n  he  i s  m o r e  l ik e ly  to  h av e  u se d ,  
ju d g in g  f r o m  i t s  p o p u la r i ty  and up to d a te  qua li ty ,  i s  th e  one t r a n s l a t e d  
e a r l y  in  th e  s e v e n te e n th  cen tu ry  by  J e a n  de M onti y a r d  (1612). T h e  s a m e  
le g en d  w a s  a l s o  a d a p te d  by  B e n s e ra d e  in to  a  B a l l e t , p e r f o r m e d  a t  the  
ro y a l  p a la c e  on the  l6 th  of J a n u a ry ,  1656.
1. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 404 - 405, P s y c h é ,  ( P r é f a c e ) .
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A p u le iu s  w o rk  re c o u n ts  the  ep iso d e  of a p r i n c e s s  who m a r r i e s  
a  p r in c e  of e x q u is i te  b eau ty . T he  l a t t e r  only w e a r s  h i s  t r u e  sh a p e  b y  
n ig h t .  D u r in g  th e  day  he is  a  m o n s t e r  in  the f o r m  of a  s e r p e n t .  A 
c u r s e  i s  on h i s  wife if she t r i e s  o r  s e e k s  to  know h is  f a c e .  She i s  
le d  b y  c u r i o s i t y  to  t r a n s g r e s s  h is  c o m m a n d s  and  he  d e p a r t s  f r o m  h e r  
in  s o r r o w .  A f te r  m a n y  a d v e n tu re s  she s u c c e e d s  in  re g a in in g  h im .  ^
A s  i s  o ften  the  c ase  w ith L a  F o n ta in e ,  he  r e t a i n s  th is  f r a m e ­
w o rk ,  w h ile  m o d ify in g  c e r t a in  a s p e c t s  of h is  m o d e l  beyond  re c o g n i t io n .  
F i r s t ,  the  tone  of the  two v e r s io n s  is  d i f f e r e n t .  W h e re a s  A p u le iu s  
w r i t e s  l ik e  one who b e l ie v e s  in the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of p h y s fc a l  t r a n s f o r m a ­
t io n s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  g ives  the  im p r e s s i o n  of one who d e r id e s  the  e x t r a ­
v a g a n c e s  of p o p u la r  su p e r s t i t io n .  In  th e  o r ig in a l  s to r y ,  i t  i s  P a n ,  who
s i t s  on th e  b a n k  of the  r iv e r ,  p lay ing  w ith  th e  ny m p h  E c h o  an d  g r a z in g
*3h i s  f lo c k ,  who d is s u a d e s  the  h e ro in e  f r o m  c o m m it t in g  s u ic id e .  In
p la c e  of th i s  r u s t i c  m ytho logy . L a  F o n ta in e  s u b s t i tu te s  an  a d a p ta t io n  of
th e  e p iso d e  f r o m  T a s s o ' s  J e r u s a l e m  d e l i v e r e d , in  w h ich  H e r m in ia  m e e t s
4a n  o ld  h e r m i t  and  two young s h e p h e r d e s s e s .  O ne n e e d  only  c o m p a r e  
o u r  p o e t 's  v e r s i o n  of the  s to ry  w ith  th e  fa i th fu l  F r e n c h  t r a n s l a t i o n  of 
th e  m o d e l  b y  P a u l  V a l le t te  to  r e a l i z e  w hat a n  im m e n s e  d i f f e r e n c e  L a  
F o n ta in e 's  e x c e l le n t  d ic tion  m a k e s  to  th e  r e a d e r ' s  e n jo y m e n t  of th e  s t o r y .  
T h e  c o n c lu s io n  too , is  d if fe ren t  in  both  v e r s i o n s .  A lth o u g h  A p u le iu s  
m a in t a in s  the  h u m o u r  of the  s to ry  th ro u g h o u t ,  an d  s u c c e e d s  in  l i f t in g  
the  p ie c e  above  the  g e n re  of f a r c e ,  h is  end ing  of th e  n a r r a t i v e  h a s  n o ­
th ing  to  c o m p a r e  w ith  the  so lem n  p o e t ic a l  c o n c lu s io n  w h ich  c o lo u r s  L a  
F o n t a i n e 's  e x q u is i te  m y th  of P s y c h e  w ith  a  s t r a n g e  l ig h t .  T h e  m o d e l  
s to p s  w ith  m e r e l y  m en tio n in g  th a t  the  d a u g h te r  b o r n  of C upid  an d  P s y c h e
i s  n a m e d  " V o lu p té " .  O ur poet goes f u r th e r  to  c e l e b r a t e  th e  q u a l i t i e s  of
6
"V o lu p té "  a s  a  le a d  to  the  ex p o sit io n  of h is  own r e c ip e  f o r  h a p p in e s s .
2. A p u lé e ,  L e s  M é ta m o rp h o s e s ,  T ex te  é ta b l i  p a r  D .S .  R o b e r t s o n  e t
t r a d u i t  p a r  P a u l  V a l le t te ,  P a r i s ,  (L e s  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1940 ,  t . I I ,  
pp .  3 2 - 9 3  (IV, 28 - VI, 24).
3.  I b i d . ,  pp. 6 3 - 6 4 .
4 .  T a s s o ,  T o rq u a to ,  L a  G e ru sa le m m e  l i b e r a t a ,  (e d i t .  L .  C a r e t t i ) ,  M ilan ,
1971, pp. 195-232 ; (Canto VII).
5. A p u le e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 93.
6. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 453.
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T h u s ,  in  h i s  h a n d s ,  the  n a r r a t i v e  a s s u m e s  a m o r e  in te l le c tu a l  c h a r a c ­
t e r  a s  we s h a l l  see  sh o r t ly .  T he l i b e r ty  ta k en  w ith  h i s  m o d e l  i s  j u s ­
t i f ied  on th e  u s u a l  g round  of c o n te m p o ra r y  t a s t e .
II s e r a i t  long, et m ê m e  in u t i le ,  d 'e x a m in e r  l e s  
e n d r o i t s  ou j ' a i  quitte  m o n  o r ig in a l ,  e t  p o u rq u o i  
je  l ' a i  q u i t te .  Ce n 'e s t  p a s  a  fo r c e  de r a i s o n n e ­
m e n t  q u 'o n  fa i t  e n t r e r  le  p l a i s i r  dans  l ' â m e  de 
ceu x  qu i l i s e n t  : l e u r  s e n t im e n t  m e  ju s t i f i e r a ,  
q u e lq u e  t e m e r a i r e  que j ' a i e  e te ,  ou m e  r e n d r a  
c o n d a m n a b le ,  quelque r a i s o n  qui m e  ju s t i f i e .
P o u r  b ie n  fair^e, i l  fau t c o n s id é r e r  m o n  o u v ra g e  
s a n s  r e l a t io n  a ce qu 'a  fa i t  A p u le e ,  e t ce  q u 'a  
f a i t  A p u lee  san s  r e la t io n  a m o n  l i v r e ,  e t la  - 
d e s s u s  s 'a b a n d o n n e r  a  son  goût. ^
T h e  co n f id en t  to n e  of th is  d e c la ra t io n  c o n t r a s t s  w ith  th e  t im id  " A v e r t i s s e ­
m e n t  of L 'E u n u q u e . T h is  i s  no t s u r p r i s in g ,  f o r  co n fid en ce  c o m e s  w ith  
s u c c e s s  an d  in te l le c tu a l  grow th.
*
J e a n - P i e r r e  C olline t in h is  s c h o la r ly  w o rk .  L e  M onde l i t t é r a i r e  
de L a  F o n ta in e , h a s  not only shown th e  s y n th e s iz in g  ro le  of P s y c h é  in  
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  l i t e r a r y  w o rk s ,  but a lso  m a d e  a p e n e t r a t in g  an d  up to
d a te  s tu d y  of th e  p ie ce  a s  a w o rk  of a r t .  H e o u t l in e s  the  q u a l i t i e s  of
s im p l ic i ty ,  c l a r i t y  and  n a tu r a ln e s s  w hich  d is t in g u is h  i t s  s ty le ,  th e  d e l i ­
b e r a t e  r e g r e s s i o n  f r o m  h e ro ic  g a l la n t ry  to  e le g a n t  g a ie ty ,  an d  d e m o n ­
s t r a t e s  how L a  F o n ta in e  su c c e e d s  in  co m bin ing  th e  c o m ic  w ith  the  p a th e ­
t i c  w ithou t undu ly  d is ru p t in g  the  sm o o th  flow  of th e  n a r r a t i v e .  In  o th e r  
w o r d s ,  he  show s how  the  poet r e m a in s  fa i th fu l  to  th e  "gout du s i è c l e "
w h ich  h e  s e t  out to  sa t is fy ,  fo r  the  a b o v e -m e n t io n e d  l i t e r a r y  q u a l i t i e s
8c o n s t i tu te d  p a r t  of c o n te m p o ra ry  t a s t e .
M on p r in c ip a l  but e s t  to u jo u r s  de p l a i r e  : p o u r  
en  v e n i r  la ,  je  c o n s id é ré  le  goût du s i e c l e .  O r ,  .
a p r è s  p lu s ie u r s  e x p e r ie n c e s ,  i l  m 'a  s e m b le  que ^
ce goût se  p o r te  au  g a lan t e t  a  la  p l a i s a n t e r i e .  . .  .
B u t the  t a s t e  of the  epoch was no t r e s t r i c t e d  to  th e  a p p r e c ia t io n  of good
l i t e r a r y  q u a l i t i e s .  The  c e n tu ry  w as  e q u a lly ,  a s  w e have  s e e n  f r o m  th e  •
p r e c e d in g  c h a p te r ,  i n te r e s t e d  in id e a s ,  in  the  a n a ly s i s  of th e  h u m a n
p a s s io n s  a s  r e v e a le d  in the  le ad in g  c h a r a c t e r s  of a  g iven  p ie ce  of w o rk .
7. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 404 -405 .
8. C o l l in e t ,  J - P . , Op. C i t . ,  pp. 2 2 9 -284 .
9. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 404 -405 .
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N on que l 'o n  m é p r i s é  l e s  p a s s io n s ;  b ien  lo in  
de c e la ,  quand on ne le s  t ro u v e  p a s  dans  un
ro m a n ,  dans  un p o em e, dans  une p ie ce  de 
t h e a t r e ,  on se  p la in t  de l e u r  a b s e n c e .  ^
T h u s  th e  m e r i t  of an  a u th o r 's  w ork  w as  judged  not on ly  f r o m  th e  a r t i s ­
t i c  b e a u ty  of h i s  m e d iu m  of e x p r e s s io n  but a lso  f r o m  th e  q u a l i ty  of 
i d e a s  e x p r e s s e d  in  th a t  m e d iu m . S ince  C o ll in e t  h a s  m a d e  a  b r i l l i a n t  
s tu d y  of th e  f i r s t  a s p e c t  in r e s p e c t  of P s y c h e , we s h a l l  d i r e c t  th e  p r e ­
s e n t  in v e s t ig a t io n  to  the  second , th a t  i s ,  to  an  e x a m in a t io n  of th e  u s e  
w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  of the w o rk  a s  a m e d iu m  f o r  in te l l e c tu a l  
m e d i t a t io n  on th e  psycho logy  of the  p a s s io n s  in  th e  f a i r  s ex  an d  on th e  
concep t of h a p p in e s s  a s  im p lie d  in the  id ea  of " V o lu p té " .
T h e  c l e a r e s t  ev idence  of the  p o e t 's  in te l l e c tu a l  g ro w th ,  a s  s e e n  
in  P s y c h e , i s  in  h is  d e l ic a te  a n a ly s is  of the  p a s s io n s .  B e f o re  go ing  on 
to  show  th i s  o r  to  a n a ly se  the  m o v e m e n t  of h is  th ough t in  the* w o rk ,  i t  
i s  n e c e s s a r y  to  ex am in e  b r ie f ly  the  so c ia l  a n d  l i t e r a r y  c o n tex t  w h ich  
c o n t r ib u te d  to  in f lu en ce  the tone  and  co n ten t  of the  n a r r a t i v e  o r  w h ich  
d e c id e d  L a  F o n ta in e  to  devote  a  c o n s id e ra b le  p o r t io n  of th e  s to r y  to  
th e  p a in t in g  of th e  psycho logy  of the  p a s s io n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  f e m a le  
s e x .  H e w a s  n e i th e r  a  p ro f e s s io n a l  p s y c h o lo g is t  n o r  a  s u c c e s s f u l  p l a y ­
w r ig h t  who is  u s u a l ly  ex p ec ted  to  be  s k i l le d  in  th e  a r t  of p o r t r a y in g  
h u m a n  e m o t io n s .  He w as ju s t  a  po e t.  G iven th i s  s i tu a t io n ,  h o w  c a n  
we a c c o u n t  f o r  the  in s p i r a t io n  w hich  en ab led  L a  F o n ta in e  to  a n a ly s e  so
X  *
a d m i r a b ly  th e  m o v e m e n t  of the  p a s s io n s  in  P s y c h e ? In  o r d e r  to  a n s w e r  
th i s  q u e s t io n ,  i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  r e a l i z e  th a t  w hat th e  poe t c o n t in u e s  in  
t h i s  w o rk  i s  the  s a m e  a l le g o r ic a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of th e  h u m a n  c o n d it io n  
w ith  r e g a r d  to  su f fe r in g  and pain  w h ic h .d a te s  b a ck  to  th e  H e b re w  le g e n d  
of A d a m  an d  E v e .  In th is  leg en d  the  o r ig in  of e v i l  a n d  s u f fe r in g  i s  
a t t r i b u t e d  to  E v e 's  ea ting  of the  fo rb id d e n  f r u i t  a n d  h e r  g e t t in g  A d a m  
to  do the  s a m e .  In G re ek  m y th o logy  i t  i s  due to  P a n d o r a ' s  open ing  of 
th e  fo rb id d e n  box; and in the  L a t in  n a r r a t i v e  of A p u le iu s  w h ich  i n s p i r e d  
L a  F o n ta in e  i t  is  ag a in  the h e r o i n e 's  d iso b ed ien c e  to  a  g iv en  c o m m a n d  
th a t  p lu n g es  h e r  in to  su ffe r in g  and  m i s e r y .  A ll  a lo n g  w ha t one s e e s  i s  
th e  s a m e  p o r t r a y a l  of u n b r id led  c u r io s i ty  and  in d i s c r e t i o n  a n d  th e  i m -  
p r e s s i o n  is  g iven  in  each  c a s e  th a t  th e s e  p a s s io n s  a r e  m o r e  d o m in a n t  
in  th e  f e m a le  th an  in  the  m a le  sex .  How t r u e  th is  a s s u m p t io n  i s ,  i s
10. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , pp.. 40 4 -4 0 5 .
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a n o th e r  m a t t e r .  But th e re  is  no doubt th a t  in L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  epoch  
it  w a s  b e l ie v e d  to be so. A c co rd in g ly ,  w o rk s  d e v o ted  to  the  p o r t r a y a l  
of th e  p a s s io n s  in w om en w e re  a  co m m o n  f e a tu r e  of th e  t i m e .  M an y  
a r t i s t s  an d  w r i t e r s  found in the  a n c ie n t  m y th  of P s y c h e  a  s u i ta b le  r e ­
p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the  v a r io u s  hu m an  p a s s io n s  and  d id  no t h e s i t a t e  to  
a d a p t  it  in  d i f f e r e n t  w ays in  o r d e r  to exp lo it  the  p o p u la r  t a s t e .  T h u s  
B e n s e r a d e  c o m p o se d  h is  Le B a l le t  ro y a l  de P s y c h e  ou la  p u i s s a n c e  de 
1 A m o u r  w h ich  w as  p e r fo rm e d  in  1656. L a  F o n ta in e 's  h a l f - p r o s e - h a l f - 
v e r s e  a d a p ta t io n  of the  s a m e  m y th  in  1669 w as  fo l lo w ed  b y  C o r n e i l l e ' s
P s y c h e ,  t r a g e d i e - b a l l e t , and M o l i e r e ' s  w o rk  of the  s a m e  t i t l e  b o th  of
12w h ic h  w e r e  p e r f o r m e d  b e fo re  the  K ing  in  1671. A lth o u g h  th e s e  w o rk s  
a p p e a r e d  two y e a r s  a f t e r  L a  F o n ta in e 's  P s y c h e , th e y  a r e  c i te d  h e r e  to  
show  th e  t r e n d  in p o p u la r  t a s t e ,  a  t r e n d  w hich  p la y e d  a  m a j o r  r o l e  in  
m o t iv a t in g  th e  p o e t 's  pa in ting  of th e  m o v e m e n t  of h u m a n  e m o tio n s  in  
th e  w o rk .  T h e  th e a t r i c a l  w o rk s  of c o n te m p o r a r y  a r t i s t s  w e r e  o f te n  d e ­
v o te d  to  th e  p o r t r a y a l  of v a r io u s  h u m a n  p a s s io n s  : p r id e ,  envy , a v a r i c e ,  
i n d i s c r e t io n ,  h e r o i s m  and o th e r  t r a i t s  of c h a r a c t e r .  T h e s e  w o rk s  had  
a  g r e a t  d e a l  of im p a c t  on L a  F o n ta in e 's  a n a ly s i s  of the  p a s s io n s  in  
P s y c h e . F o r  e x am p le ,  the  l in e s  in  w hich  h e  d e s c r i b e s  th e  d o m in a n c e  
of " A m o u r"  o v e r  a l l  s en s i t iv e  b e in g s  ;
L 'é p o u x  que le s  D e s t in s  g a rd e n t  a  v o t r e  f i l le  
E s t  un  m o n s t r e  c ru e l  qui d é c h i r é  l e s  c o e u rs .
Q ui t ro u b le  m a in t  E ta t ,  d é t r u i t  m a in te  f a m i l l e ,  '
Se n o u r r i t  de so u p ir s ,  se ba ig n e  d an s  l e s  p l e u r s .
"A l 'u n iv e r s  e n t ie r  i l  d e c la r e  la  g u e r r e .
C o u ra n t  de bout en bout un f la m b e a u  d an s  la  m a in  :
O n le  c r a in t  dans le s  d e u x ,  on le  c r a in t  s u r  l a  t e r r e ;
L e  Styx  n 'a  pu b o rn e r  son  p o u v o ir  s o u v e r a in .
T o u t l 'u n iv e r s  obé it a  l 'A m o u r .
fo l lo w s  the  p a t t e r n  of thought adop ted  by C o rn e i l l e  in  c e r t a i n  l in e s  of 
R o d o g u n e , p u b l ish e d  in  1644. H e r e  O ro n te  r e m in d s  R odogune  of th e  
o m n ip o te n c e  of love and . a d v ise s  h e r  to  u s e  h e r  b e a u ty  to  ex p lo i t  th e  a d ­
v a n ta g e s  a g a in s t  the  envious queen , C le o p a t r a .  H e  d e c l a r e s  ;
11. C o r n e i l l e ,  P . ,  Œ u v r e s ,  (éd it .  C. H . M a r ty -L a v e a u x ) ,  P a r i s ,
(H ach e tte ) ,  1862, t . v i i ,  pp.^ 2 7 9 -3 7 0 .
12. M o l iè r e ,  J .  , Œ u v r e s ,  (édit. R é g n ie r ) ,  P a r i s ,  (H a ch e tte ) ,  1883,
. t . v i i i ,  pp. 247-384 .-
13. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 4 0 9 ,4 1 1 .
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L  A m o u r  f e r a  lu i s eu l  tou t ce q u ' i l  vous  fau t  f a i r e .
F a û te s - v o u s  un r a m p a r t  d e s  f i l s  c o n tre  la  m e r e ;
M én ag ez  b ien  le u r  f la m m e ,  i l s  v o u d ro n t  to u t  p o u r  vous ;
E t  c e s  a s t r e s  n a i s s a n t s  sont a d o r e s  de to u s .
Q uoi que p u is se  en c e s  l ieu x  une r e in e  c r u e l l e ,  _'
P o u v a n t  tou t su:^ se s  f i l s ,  vous y pouvez p lu s  q u 'e l l e .
In th e  s a m e  w ay , C o rn e i l l e 's  d e s c r ip t io n  of th e  im p la c a b le  f u r y  an d
j e a l o u s y  of L a  R e in e  de S y r ie  who f e a r s  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of h e r  own
b e a u ty  b e in g  o v e rsh ad o w ed  by  th a t  of R odogune :
L a  R e in e ,  qui su r to u t  c r a in t  de vous v o i r  r é g n e r .
V ous  donne c e s  t e r r e u r s  p o u r  vous f a i r e  é lo ig n e r ;
E t  p o u r  romp^re un h y m en  q u 'a v e c  pe ine  e l le  e n d u re .
E l l e  en  v eu t a v o u s -m ê m e  im p u te r  l a  r u p t u r e . . . .
M a is  p o u r r o n s -n o u s  b r a v e r  une re in e  en c o l e r e .  . . .  ?
h a s  a  p a r a l l e l  in  the  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of th e  fu r io u s  and  u n re le n t in g  j e a ­
lo u s y  a n d  en v y  of "L a  R eine  de C y th è re "  a g a in s t  th e  e m e r g e n t  an d
*
o v e rp o w e r in g  b e a u ty  of P s y c h é .  L ik e  C o rn e i l le ,  L a  F o n ta in e  e m p h a ­
s i z e s  th e  u n fo rg iv in g  n a tu re  of th is  s o r t  of envy, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  
f a i r  s e x .  J e a lo u s  w om en, he  s a y s ,  r a r e l y  fo rg iv e  o r  p a rd o n  t h e i r  
r i v a l s .
R a r e m e n t  se  p a rd o n n e n t-e l le  s l 'a v a n ta g e  de l a  
b e a u te .  E t  je  d i r a i  en p a s s a n t  que l 'o f f e n s e  la  
p lu s  i r r é m i s s i b l e  p a r m i  ce sex e ,  c 'e s t  quand  
l 'u n e  d 'e l l e s  en défa it  une a u t r e  en  p le in e  a s s e m b lé e ;  
c e la  ge venge  o rd in a i re m e n t  c o m m e  le s  a s s a s s i n a t s  
et l e s  t r a h i s o n s .
It i s  e q u a l ly  s ig n if ic an t  th a t  in  C o r n e i l l e 's  w o rk  th e  v i c t i m 's  m a in  w e a ­
pon a g a in s t  h e r  o p p r e s s o r  is  the  l a t t e r ' s  own son  who i s  c h a r m e d  b y  the  
b e a u ty  of R odogune, in  the  s a m e  w ay  th a t  P s y c h e 's  b e a u ty  a t t r a c t s  
C upid  to  sav e  h e r  f ro m  the  ev il  m a c h in a t io n s  of V e n u s ,  C u p id 's  own 
m o t h e r .  T h is  s t r ik in g  s im i la r i ty  in  the  w ay  the  two a u th o r s  e x p r e s s  
th e  s a m e  id e a ,  p o r t r a y  the sam e  p a s s io n  in  a n  id e n t ic a l  c o n tex t ,  u s e  
th e  s a m e  im a g e s ,  and even the  sam e  v o c a b u la ry  in  p la c e s ,  i s  m u c h  m o r e  
th a n  a  m e r e  c o in c id en ce .  It i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  both  a u th o r s  w e r e  in s p i r e d  
by  a c o m m o n  s o u rc e ,  n am ely ,  A p u le iu s '  M e ta m o r p h o s e s . B ut ev en  th e n ,  
th is  f a c t  a lone  cannot accoun t fo r  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  in  v e r s e  p a t t e r n  and  
th e  u s e  of id e n t ic a l  im a g e s  in  both C o rn e i l le  and  L a  F o n ta in e ,  p a r t i c u ­
l a r l y  a s  th e s e  im a g e s  do not a p p e a r  in  the  o r ig in a l  s o u r c e .  F o r  e x a m ­
p le ,  C o r n e i l l e 's  a l l e g o r ic a l  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of "A m o u r"  a s  " f l a m m e "
14. C o rn e i l l e ,  P . , Op. C i t . , t . i v ,  p. 464, Rodogune, A c te  HI, s c e n e  2,
11. 831 - 836.
15. Ib id . , 11. 805 - 808, 823.
16. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 408.
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(1 .833) IS im i ta t e d  in L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o r t r a y a l  of th e  s a m e  " A m o u r"  
a s  go ing  abou t w ith  "un f lam b eau  dans  la  m a in " .^ ^  W hen the  f a c t  
th a t  C o r n e i l l e ' s  w ork , pub lished  in  1644, p r e c e d e d  th a t  of L a  F o n ta in e  
w h ich  a p p e a r e d  in  1669, i s  added to  th e s e  c ir c u m s ta n c e s ,  one can n ot  
a v o id  th e  c o n c lu s io n  tha t,  a lthough  L a  F o n ta in e  m a y  h a v e  draw n  th e  
bu lk  of h i s  in s p i r a t io n  f ro m  A p u le iu s '  w o rk ,  h e  a l s o  c o n su l te d  th a t  of 
C o r n e i l l e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  with r e g a r d  to  the  an a lo g y  e x is t in g  b e tw e e n  th e  
c o n f l ic t  th a t  o p p o ses  P s y c h é  to th e  Q ueen  of C y th e ra  on the  one h a n d  
a n d  R od o g u n e  a n d  the  Q ueen of S y r ia  on th e  o th e r .
T h e  p a s s io n  fo r  love, th e  d e s i r e  to  know m o r e  ab o u t i t  am o n g  
a d o le s c e n t  f e m a le s  and the idea  th a t  young g i r l s  u s u a l ly  know  m u c h  
m o r e  a b o u t  love  a t  an  e a r l i e r  age  th a n  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  an d  e l d e r s  a r e  
p r e p a r e d  to  a c c e p t  a r e  p o r t r a y e d  by  M o l ie re  in  th e  d ia lo g u e  b e tw e e n  
M a s c a r i l l e  an d  L e l ie  in  the  c o m ed y  e n t i t le d  L 'E t o u r d i , p u b lis ï ied  in  
1653, R e a c t in g  to  M a s c a r i l l e ' s  r e p r o a c h e s  to  h e r  f o r  b e in g  too  c u r io u s  
a b o u t s e x ,  L e l i e  d e c la r e s  :
18T u  ne  m e  d i r a s  p lu s , to i  qui to u jo u r s  m e  c r i e s .
T h e  s a m e  id e a  is  e x p re s s e d  in  a  l a t e r  co m ed y , L 'E c o le  d e s  F e m m e s ,  
p e r f o r m e d  in  1662, T h is  t im e ,  i t  i s  the  young A g n e s  who r e s e n t s  
A r n o lp h e 's  te n d e n c y  to  sco ld  h e r  f o r  b e in g  to o  e a g e r  f o r  lo v e .  She 
c r i e s  ou t :
19P o u r q u o i  m e  c r i e z - v o u s ?
L a  F o n ta in e  a d a p ts  th is  idea  in  P s y c h é , p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  d ia lo g u e  
b e tw e e n  th e  two d a u g h te rs  of the  old s h e p h e rd  who d i s s u a d e s  P s y c h e  
f r o m  c o m m it t in g  su ic id e .  A s  th e  y o u n g e r  d a u g h te r 's  c u r i o s i t y  ab o u t 
the  w ho le  q u e s t io n  of love and s e x  i n c r e a s e s ,  le a d in g  e v e n tu a l ly  to  th e  
r e v e la t i o n  of th e  f a c t  th a t  she a c tu a l ly  know s m o r e  a b o u t lo v e  th a n  the  
e ld e r  s i s t e r  b e l ie v e s ,  the  l a t t e r  t r i e s  to  h u s h  h e r  up b y  r e m in d in g  h e r  
th a t  i f  she  w e re  h e a r d  d is c u s s in g  love  and  s ex  w ith  s u c h  f r a n k n e s s  
an d  a t  su ch  a  t e n d e r  age, she w ould  c e r t a in l y  be  s c o ld e d  :
17. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 409.
18. M o l iè r e ,  J . ,  Op. C i t . , t . I ,  p . 161, L 'E t o u r d i , A c te  II , s c è n e  2,
1. 839.
19. I b id . ,  t .  I ll ,  p. 261, L 'E co le  d e s  F e m m e s , A c te  V , s c è n e  5,
1 .1506 .
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P e t i t e  f i l le ,  r e p r i t  sa  soeur , s i  l 'o n  vous 
e n ten d ,  vous s e r e z  c r i é e . . . ^0
T h a t  th e  d e v e lo p m en t  of La F o n ta in e 's  sk i l l  in  p o r t r a y in g  h u m a n  p a s ­
s io n s  a l s o  d re w  in s p i ra t io n  f r o m  M o l i e r e 's  c o m e d ie s  i s  f u r t h e r  s u g ­
g e s te d  b y  the  a lm o s t  s im u ltan eo u s  a p p e a ra n c e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  
L  E r m i t e  w ith  M o l ie r e 's  L 'Im p o s te u r  in  1667. B o th  w o rk s  e x p o se  r e ­
l ig io u s  h y p o c r i s y ,  ab u se  of office by th e  c le r g y  an d  th e  l a t t e r ' s  c u p i ­
d i ty  o v e r  w o r ld ly  w ealth . C e r ta in ly ,  it  i s  the  s a m e  m u tu a l  in f lu en c e  
b e tw e e n  th e s e  a u th o rs  th a t  i s  a t w o rk  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  p a in t in g  of th e  
p a s s i o n s  in  th e  h y b r id  w o rk  of P s y c h é .
B u t i t  w as  not f ro m  C o rn e i l le  and  M o l ie re  a lone  th a t  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e 's  s k i l l  a t  the  a n a ly s is  of h u m a n  p a s s io n s ,  su ch  a s  w e s e e  in  
P s y c h e , w a s  a c q u i r e d .  R ac in e ,  though a  l a t e r  w r i t e r  th a n  b o th  C o r ­
n e i l l e  a n d  M o l ie r e ,  a l s o  e x e r c i s e d  a m e a s u r e  of in f lu en ce  on L a  F o n ­
ta in e  in  th i s  d i r e c t io n .  The fee l in g  of g r e a t  a n g u ish  an d  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  
c u lm in a t in g  in  the  d e s i r e  fo r  d ea th , w h ich  g r ip s  P s y c h é  a f t e r  h e r  fo l ly  
a n d  in d i s c r e t io n ,  f o r  exam ple , h a s  so m e th in g  of the  s ty le  an d  m o o d  of 
R a c in e  in  the  t r a g e d y  of A n d ro m a q u e , w h ich  he  p u b l is h e d  in  1667, tw o 
y e a r s  b e f o r e  L a  F o n ta in e 's  P s y c h e  a p p e a r e d .  T h e  agony , d e s p a i r  an d  
f r u s t r a t i o n  f e l t  by  P s y c h é  a r e  e x p r e s s e d  in  w o rd s  w hich  in v i te  th e  d a r k ­
n e s s  of d e a th  to  com e and engulf h e r  :
C h a r i ta b le s  f i l le s  d 'e n f e r ,  a id e z - m o i  a  
r o m p r e  le s  n œ u d s  qui m 'a t t a c h e n t ;  venez^^ 
v e n e z  m e  r e p r é s e n t e r  ce que j ' a i  p e rd u .
It  i s  in  a  s i m i l a r  im age  th a t  R ac in e  p o r t r a y s  th e  a n g u ish  of A n d ro i-
m a q u 'e .^ - -T h e  l a t t e r ,  fee ling  ’ th a t '- sh e  'hâ. s ' n o th ihg  m o  re-'-tb  h o p e  f o r  in '
th e  w o r ld  a l s o  c r i e s  out to dea th  to  co m e  an d  end  h e r  m i s e r a b l e  l i f e .
She l a m e n t s  :
22
H é b ien i  f i l le s  d 'e n f e r s ,  vos  m a in s  s o n t - e l l e s  p r ê t e s ?
M o l iè r e  an d  R ac in e  w e re  L a  F o n ta in e 's  good f r i e n d s  a n d  l i t e r a r y  a s s o ­
c i a t e s .  H e not only re a d  m a n y  of t h e i r  p la y s  b u t  a l s o  w a tc h e d  th e m  
on th e  s ta g e .  T h u s  he o b se rv e d  the  p o r t r a y a l  of j e a lo u s  m e n  an d  w o ­
m e n ,  th e  r i c h  but d is c o n c e r te d  w iv e s ,  th e  h a n d s o m e ,  lo v in g  h u s b a n d s
20 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p .  435.
21. I b i d . ,  p . 428. ^
22 . R a c in e ,  J . ,  Op. C i t . , t . I I ,  p . 124, A n d ro m a q u e , A c te  V, s c e n e  5 ,1 .1 6 3 7
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b e t r a y e d  b y  in t r ig u in g  w ives  and  v ice  v e r s a ,  the  s p e c ta c le  ,of h u m a n  
e n d u ra n c e  put to  s e v e re  t r i a l ,  the  t r iu m p h  of p a t ie n c e  an d  p e r s e v e r a n c e  
o v e r  s e e m in g ly  in su rm o u n ta b le  o b s ta c le s ,  a l l  d r a m a t i z e d  w ith  a d m i r a b le  
n a t u r a l n e s s  an d  v iv id n e s s .  With such  m o d e ls  of l i t e r a r y  a r t ,  p ro d u c e d  
by  th e s e  m a s t e r  - p a in te r s  of h u m a n  p a s s io n s  b e fo re  h i s  e y e s ,  i s  i t  an y  
w o n d e r  th a t  he  s u c c e e d s  so a d m ir a b ly  in a n a ly s in g  th e  v a r io u s  p a s s io n s  
in  P s c y h e ? W hat he l e a r n t  f ro m  the  m o d e ls  is  th a t  g ra c e  an d  b e a u ty  
can n o t be  a c h ie v e d  in a w ork  of a r t  w ithou t an  ad eq u a te  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  
of th e  d o m in a n t  h u m a n  p a ss io n s  o r  the  in fu s io n  of u s e fu l  id e a s  in to  i t  
f o r  th e  p u r p o s e  of educa ting  the  . p u b lic .  T h u s  the  e x c e l le n c e  of L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  l i t e r a r y  p ro d u c t io n  in  P s y c h e  r e s t s  upon h i s  h a rm o n io u s  c o m b in a ­
t io n  of a r t i s t i c  s k i l l  w ith  a  r a t io n a l  e x p r e s s io n  of th e  h u m a n  n a tu r e  a s  h e  
saw  i t .  I t  i s  to  th is  a r t i s t i c  b a la n c e  th a t  V a u v e n a rg u e s  l a t e r  r e f e r s
w h en  h e  d e c l a r e s  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  w o rk s  should  s e r v e  a s  m o d e l s  to
«
o th e r  w r i t e r s .
II e s t  bon  d 'o p p o se r  un t e l  e x em p le  a ceu x  qui 
c h e r c h e n t  la  g râ c e  et Ig ^ b r i l la n t  h o r s  de la  
r a i s o n  e t  de la  n a tu re .
O u r  pœt a d m i r a b ly  shows how the  m a in  ' .c h a ra c te r s  in  the  s t o r y  a r e  
t o r n  b e tw e e n  co n f l ic t in g  em otions  an d  d e s i r e s .  T h e  fu r io u s  j e a l o u s y  of 
th e  Q u e en  of C y th e ra ,  who finds  h e r  t e m p le  d e s e r t e d  in  f a v o u r  of a  m o r ­
t a l  b e a u ty ,  i s  e x p o sed  in ly r ic  s t a n z a s ,  to  w h ich  a  c o m b in a t io n  of th e  
d e c a s y l l a b i c ,  th e  a le x a n d r ie  and  the  o c to sy l la b ic  m e t r e s  g iv e s  a n  a d d e d  
t in g e  of h a t r e d  and  v id o u sn e s s .
L a  f i l le  d 'u n  m o r t e l  en  v eu t  a  m a  p u i s s a n c e .
E l l e  a j u r é  de m e  c h a s s e r  d e s  l ie u x  
OÙ l 'o n  m e  re n d  o b é is s a n c e :
E t  qui s a i t  s i  son in so le n c e  
N ' i r a  p a s  ju s q u 'a u  point de m e  v o u lo ir  ô t e r  
L e  r a n g  que dans le s  d e u x  je  p e n se  m é r i t e r ?
 P r e n e z - y  g a rd e ;  i l  vous  y fau t  s o n g e r  :
R e n d e z - l a  m a lh e u re u s e ;  e t  que c e t te  c a d e t te .
M a lg ré  le s  s ie n s ,  ép o u se  un é t r a n g e r  
Q ui ne sache  où t r o u v e r  r e t r a i t e .
Q ui so it la id ,  e t  qu i la  m a l t r a i t e .
L a  f a s s e  c o n su m e r  en  r e g r e t s  su p e rf lu s ,  2 4
T a n t  que ni vous ni m o i nous ne la  c r a ig n io n s  p lu s .
W hat a  p ic tu r e  of envy, a n g e r  and  h a t r e d  is  p o r t r a y e d  in  t h e s e  l in e  si
A nd  th e  p o e t ,  who does not s e e m  to be s u r p r i s e d  a t  th i s  s e e m in g ly  ,
23. V a u v e n a rg u e s ,  Œ u v r e s ,  (éd it .  D . L .  G i lb e r t ) ,  P a r i s ,  1857, p . 233,
"R éf lex io n s  c r i t iq u e s  s u r  q u e lq u es  p o e te s :  L a  F o n ta in e " .
24 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 408.
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u n p ro v o k e d  o u tb u rs t  of ev il p a s s io n ,  adds  a m a l i c io u s  c o m m e n t ,  a s  
i f  w ith  h i s  tongue  in h is  cheek  ;
C es  ex t r e m i te s  ou s 'e m p o r t a  la  d e e s s e  
m a r q u e n t  m e r v e i l l e u s e m e n t  b ien  le  n a tu r e l  
e t l ' e s p r i t  des  f e m m e s .
A n  e q u a l ly  p e n e t r a t in g  p o r t r a y a l  of the  e m o tio n s  i s  th e  p a th e t ic  im a g e
of P s y c h e  a s  a  h e lp le s s  v ic t im  of V e n u s '  env ious  c u r s e .  T h e  h e r o in e ,
fo r  a l l  h e r  m a n i f e s t  beau ty , h a s  no jo y  in  h e r  l o v e l in e s s .  A ll  m e n
g aze  upon h e r ,  bu t n e v e r  à  k ing  n o r  a  p r in c e  n o r  e v en  a l o v e r  f r o m
th e  c o m m o n  fo lk  c o m e s  fo r w a rd  to  p ro p o s e  m a r r i a g e  to  h e r .  H e r
e l d e r  s i s t e r s ,  w h o se  beau ty  is  bu t  o rd in a ry ,  h av e  long  s in c e  b e c o m e
h a p p y  r o y a l  b r i d e s ,  w hile  she h e r s e l f ,  who p o s s e s s e s
to u s  le s  ap p as  que l ' im a g in a t io n  peu t se  f i g u r e r ,  ^^ 
e t c eu x  ou ^ im a g in a t io n  m ê m e  ne p eu t  a t t e in d r e ,
s i t s  a t  h o m e  an  unw edded m a id ,  s ick  of body, b r o k e n  h e a r t e ^  an d  b e ­
w a il in g  h e r  lo n e l in e s s  and so li tu d e .  T he  h e ig h t  of d e s p a i r  i s  a p p rp a rV  
ch ed  w h en  sh e ,  in  the  depth of h e r  h e a r t ,  h a r b o u r s  a  lo a th in g  f o r  h e r  
in c o m p a r a b l e  bu t i l l - f a te d  b eau ty .  T h is  fe e l in g  of i n f e r io r i t y ,  f r u s t r a ­
t io n  a n d  a n g u ish  i s  conveyed b y  L a  F o n ta in e  in  a  b r i e f  so l i lo q u y  in  
w h ich  th e  h e r o in e  b e t r a y s  h e r  d e s p a i r  in  s e l f - c o n d e m n a t io n
V a , P s y c h e ,  va te  c a c h e r  au  fond de que lque
d e s e r t  : l e s  d ieux ne t 'o n t  p a s  fa i te  p o u r  ê t r e
v u e ,  p u is q u 'i l s  ne t 'o n t  p a s  fa i te  p o u r  ê t r e  a im e e .
A t th e  m o m e n t  of s e p a ra t io n ,  a s  P s y c h é  i s  b e in g  a b an d o n ed
on th e  r o c k s ,  the  p a the tic  e le m e n t ,  • in  A d o n is  , a t t a in s  g r e a t e r
in te n s i ty .  H e r e  aga in , our poet, m a k in g  lise  of th e  a le x a n d r i^ n ® m e tre ,
s u m m o n s  v e r s e  to  the  a id  of feeb le  p r o s e  :
L 'é lo q u e n c e  e l le 'm ê m e ,  im p u is s a n te  a  le  d i r e .
C o n fe s s e  que cec i  n 'e s t  po in t de so n  e m p i r e :
C 'e s t  au  s i len ce  seu l d 'e x p r i m e r  l e s  a d ie u x  
D es  p a r e n t s  de la  b e l le ,  au  p a r t i r  de c e s  l ie u x .
B y  a  su b tle  m a n ip u la t io n  of r h e to r i c a l  f ig u r e s  su ch  a s  p e r s o n i f ic a t io n ,
m e ta p h o r  and  a l le g o ry ,  the  poet h e ig h te n s  the  e f fe c t  of th e  g e n e r a l  -
g r i e f ,  show ing  how even the  n a tu r a l  e le m e n ts  p a r t i c ip a t e  in  i t .
25 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it.  p. 408.
26. Ib id . p. 408
27 . Ib id . p. 409
28. Ib id . p. 410
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L e  ^wioleil, la s  de v o ir  ce s p e c ta c le  b a r b a r e .
P r é c i p i t é  sa  c o u rs e ,  et, p a s s a n t  sous  le s  eau x .
V a  p o r t e r  la  c la r té  ^chez d e s  p e u p le s  n o u v eau x  :
L ' h o r r e u r  de ces  d é s e r t s  s ' a c c r o î t  p a r  son  a b s e n c e .
L a  N u it  v ie n t  su r  un c h a r  conduit p a r  le  S i len ce ;
I l  a m e n e  avec  lu i la  c r a in te  en  l 'U n iv e r s .  
i
W ith  P s y c h e  s two s i s t e r s  r e - e m e r g e s  the  d o m in an t  p a s s io n  b e ­
h in d  a l l  h e r  m i s f o r t u n e s ,  n am ely ,  envy.
Ce m é c h a n t  couple a m en a i t  - av ec  lu i  
L a  c u r i e u s e  e t m is é r a b le  E n v ie ,
P â l e  d em o n , que le  b o n h eu r  d 'a u t r u i  
N o u r r i t  de f ie l  et de m é la n c o l ie .^ ®
T h e  in t e n s i ty  of th is  p a s s io n  is  in c r e a s e d  by  the  c l e v e r  w ay  in  w h ich  
L a  F o n ta in e  d e l ib e r a t e ly  a c c e n tu a te s  the  a d v a n ta g e s  of the  h e r o i n e 's  
p o s i t io n  o v e r  th a t  of h e r  s i s t e r s  and  the  c o n t r a s t  b e tw ee n  h e r  in g en u o u s  
t r u s t  an d  t h e i r  p e r f id y .  T hus  the  env ious  s i s t e r s  a r e  m a d e  t ç  e x a g g e r a ­
te  an d  f e e l  m o r e  the  d is tan ce  b e tw een  th e m s e lv e s  an d  t h e i r  y o u n g e r  s i s ­
t e r ,  t h e r e b y  e x c i t in g  th e m s e lv e s  to a n  u n c o n tro l la b le  p a s s io n ,  w h ich
q u ic k ly  an d  a lm o s t  im p e rc e p t ib ly  p a s s e s  f r o m  m e r e  j e a lo u s y  to  b i t t e r  
h a t r e d  an d  i l l - w i l l ,  m e a s u r a b le  only in  t e r m s  of the  lan g u ag e  in  w h ich  
th e  a u th o r  e x p r e s s e s  th e m  :
D e ja  l ' env ie  s 'é ta i t  e m p a r e e  du coeur de c e s  deux 
p e r s o n n e s .  C om m entl On l e s  a v a i t  fa i t  a t t e n d r e  
que l e u r  soeur fût e v e i l le e l  E t a i t - e l l e  d 'u n  a u t r e  
san g ,  a v a i t - e l l e  plus de m é r i t é  que s e s  a î n e e s ?
L e u r  c a d e t te  ê t r e  une d e e s s e ,  e t e l l e s  de c h e t iv e s  
r e in e  s i  L a  m o in d re  c h a m b re  de ce p a la i s  v a la i t
d ix  ro y a u m e s  com m e ceux  de l e u r s  m a r i s i  P a s s e
e n c o r e  p o u r  des  r i c h e s s e s ;  m a i s  de la  d iv in i té ,  
c 'é t a i t  t r o p .  Hé quoil l e s  m o r t e l l e s  n 'é t a i e n t  p a s  
d ig n e s  de la  s e r v i r l  On v o y a it  une d ouza ine  de 
N y m p h e s  à l 'e n to u r  d 'une  to i le t t e ,  à  l ' e n t o u r  d 'u n  
b ro d e q u in i  M ais  quel b ro d eq u in i  qui v a la i t  a u ta n t  
que to u t  ce q u 'e l l e s  av a ie n t  coû te  en  h a b i t s  d ep u is  
q u 'e l l e s  é ta ien t  au m o n d e . C 'e s t  ce  qu i r o u la i t  au  
coeur de ces femmes, ou pour m ie u x  d i r e  de c e s  f u r i e s :  
je  ne d e v r a i s  plus le s  a p p e le r  a u t r e m e n t .
T h i s  d e l ic a te  m a n ip u la t io n  of r h e to r i c a l  f ig u res  : e x c la m a t io n ,  i n t e r r o g a ­
t io n ,  h y p e rb o le  and  a n t i th e s is ,  r e v e a l s  an  a u th o r ,  who is  a l r e a d y  c o m ­
p e t e n t  in  th e  u s e  of l i t e r a r y  in s t r u m e n ts ,  v e r s e d  in  th e  p sy ch o lo g y  of
29. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 410.
30. I b i d . ,  p. 420.
31. I b i d . , p . 418.
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th e  p a s s io n s ,  an d  who now s e e m s  to  be d e m o n s t r a t in g  the  co n fid en t
c la im  of b e in g  a p a in te r  of the p a s s io n s ,  m a d e  in the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  
of f a b le s .
P s y c h e  s d i le m m a  a f te r  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  s o le m n  w a rn in g  to  h e r  
to  b e w a r e  of h e r  two s i s t e r s ,  sy m b o ls  of im p e n d in g  doom , le a v e s  th e  
h e r o in e  v i c t im  of a  su c c e ss io n  of e m o tio n a l  c o n f l ic ts ;  s u sp ic io n ,  a p p r e ­
h e n s io n  an d  f r u s t r a t i o n .  She s e e s  h e r s e l f  now a s  u t t e r l y  undone, a s  a 
c a p t iv e  w ith in  th e  w a lls  of a lu x u r io u s  p r i s o n ,  an d  d e p r iv e d  of a l l  h u m a n  
c o n ta c t .  She i s  no t even  to  see  h e r  own s i s t e r s .  T h i s  sec o n d  m y s t e r y  
c o m b in e s  w ith  th e  one su rro u n d in g  the  id e n t i ty  of h e r  lo v e r  to  m a k e  h e r  
a  p r e y  to  a n x ie ty ;  and b u rs t in g  in to  t e a r s ,  she  c o n s u m e s  the  w hole  day  
in  ag o n y  a n d  la m e n ta t io n .
V o ila  P s y c h e  fo r t  e m b a r r a s  s e e ,  c o m m e  v ous  v o y e z .
D eux  c u r io s i t é s  a la  foi si Y a - t - i l  f e m m e  qui y *
r é s i s t â t ?  E l le  ep u isa  s u r  ce  d e r n i e r  p o in t to u t  ce  
q u 'e l l e  a v a i t  de lu m iè r e s  e t  de c o n je c tu r e s .  "C e t te
v i s i t e  m 'e to n n e ,  d i s a i t - e l l e ,  en  se p ro m e n a n t  un peu
Ib in  d e s  N y m p h es .  Ne s e r a i t - c e  po in t m e s  p a r e n t s ?
H e la s I  m o n  m a r i  e s t  b ie n  c r u e l  d 'e n v ie r  a  deux p e r -  
s o n n e s  qui n 'e n  peuvent p lu s  la  s a t i s f a c t io n  de m e  v o i r .
U n d e r  the  g u ise  of com m enting  upon the  h e r o i n e 's  m e n ta l  s p e c u la t io n
o v e r  th e  im p e n d in g  v i s i t  of h e r  s i s t e r s .  L a  F o n ta in e  la u n c h e s  a  f i e r c e
a t t a c k  on th e  f e m a le  sex , ex am in es  t h e i r  p sy c h o lo g ic a l  t r a i t s  and  p in ­
p o in ts  t h e i r  d o m in a n t  p a s s io n s  ;
V o u s  ê t e s  to m b ée  ju s te m e n t  dans  l e s  t r o i s  d é fau ts  
q u i on t le  p lus accou tum e  de n u i re  aux p e r s o n n e s  
de v o t r e  sex e ,  la  c u r io s i t é ,  l a  v a n i té  e t le  t r o p  
d ' e s p r i t .  '
A t  th e  c r i t i c a l  m o m en t,  w hen  P s y c h é ,  p u s h e d  by  c u r io s i t y  a n d  
th e  e v i l  in s in u a t io n s  of h e r  s i s t e r s ,  s tu m b le s  su d d en ly  on the  s le e p in g  
Cupid., she  is  c o m p le te ly  b e w ild e re d  and  o v e rw h e lm e d  b y  v io le n t  an d  c o n ­
f l i c t in g  e m o t io n s ,  rang ing  f ro m  s h e e r  c u r i o i î t y  to  su sp ic io n ,  r e s e n tm e n t ,
32. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 105, F a b l e s , V , I, 11. 1 8 -2 0 .
33. Ib id . p. 417.
34. Ib id .  p. 418.
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a p p r e h e n s io n  an d  re so lu t io n .  She t o s s e s  to  and  f r o  upon a  t id e  of
t r o u b l e s  v a s t  a s  the  s e a .  H e r  r e s o lv e  is  m a d e  an d  h e r  h e a r t  f ix ed ,  
ye t  she  s t r i v e s  to  n e rv e  h e r  h an d s  fo r  the  deed; h e r  p u r p o s e  f a i l s  h e r ;
she  i s  sh a k e n  and  d is t ra u g h t  by a h o s t  of p a s s io n s  b o r n  of a n g u ish ,  i m ­
p a t ie n c e ,  in d e c is io n ,  d a r in g  and t e r r o r ,  d iff idence  an d  a n g e r ,  a l l  s t r i v in g  
f o r  th e  m a s t e r y  of h e r  m ind , thus  tu rn in g  h e r  in to  a  w r e tc h e d  bundle , of 
e m o t io n s .  O n ce  ag a in .
V o ila  P s y c h e  b ien  e m b a r r a s s é e .  C o m m e  on ne 
c o n n a î t  l ' im p o r ta n c e  d 'une  a c t io n  que quand on e s t  
p r è s  de l 'e x e c u te r ,  e l le  e n v isa g e a  l a  s ien n e  dans  
ce m o m e n t - l a  avec  s e s  s u i te s  l e s  p lu s  f â c h e u s e s ,  
e t  se  t r o u v a  com battue  de je  ne s a i s  c o m b ie n  de 
p a s s io n s  a u s s i  c o n t r a i r e s  que v io le n te s .  L ' a p p r é ­
h e n s io n ,  le  dép it ,  la  p it ié ,  la  c o l e r e ,  e t  le  d e s e s ­
p o i r ,  la  c u r io s i té  p r in c ip a le m e n t ,  to u t  ce  q u i - p o r t e  
a  c o m m e t t r e  quelque fo r fa i t ,  e t tou t ce  qu i en  
d é to u r n é ,  s 'e m p a r a  du coeur de n o t r e  h é r o ïn e ,  e t * 
en  f i t  l a  scen e  de cent a g i ta t io n s  d i f f é r e n te s .
T h e  s u g g e s t io n  by  A p u le iu s  th a t  the  h e ro in e  i s  a c t in g  u n d e r  th e  in f lu e n c e  
36
of the  F u r i e s  i s  re p u d ia te d  by L a  F o n ta in e .  F o r  h im .  P s y c h é  i s
p o s s e s s e d  b y  no o th e r  dem on than  h e r  own s i s t e r s  who a r e  m o t iv a te d  by
 ^ 37
" L a  c u r i e u s e  e t  m i s e r a b l e  E n v ie " .
A f t e r  th e  d iv e r s io n a r y  d eba te  on the  r e l a t iv e  m e r i t s  of t e a r s  a n d
la u g h te r ,  the  to n e  of the  n a r r a t iv e  ch an g es  a b ru p t ly .  T h e  s e c o n d  p a r t
,  38
i s  e f fe c t iv e ly  in t ro d u c e d  by the  opening p h r a s e  : " la  c r i m in e l l e  P s y c h e " ,  
f o r  i t  g iv e s  a  c lue  to the  dom inan t p a s s io n  to r m e n t in g  th e  h e r o in e  in  
th i s  s e c o n d  h a l f  of the  s to ry .  A ll  h e r  e m o t io n a l  d i s tu r b a n c e ,  b e  i t  h u m i ­
l ia t io n ,  r e p e n ta n c e  o r  d e s p a i r ,  d is so lv e  now in to  one m a j o r  o b s e s s io n ,  
n a m e ly ,  th e  fe e l in g  of gu ilt .  We a g a in  see  th e  c o n t r a s t  of A d o n is  r e p e a t  
i t s e l f  a s  th e  p l e a s u r e s  of love give w ay  to  m e n ta l  a g i ta t io n  a n d  th e  
th o u g h t of d e a th .  By the  law  of p a s s io n s ,  love  m u s t  a l t e r n a t e  w ith  p a in ,  
fo llow ing  th e  r u le  of th e i r  m y s te r io u s  a l l i a n c e .  T h u s ,  t o r n  b e tw e e n  the  
d e s i r e  to  die  an d  the  n a tu ra l  a t ta c h m e n t  to  l i f e ,  th e  h e r o in e  l y r i c a l l y  
l a m e n t s  h e r  d i le m m a  in a p ro s e  p a s s a g e  w hich  r e c a p t u r e s  a l l  th e  e x ­
p r e s s i v e  f o r c e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  b e s t  p o e t ry  .
35. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 421.
36. A p u le e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 32- 93.
37. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 418.
.3 8 .  I b i d . ,  p. 428.
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S œ u r  du S o l e i l . . . . ,  que l ' h o r r e u r  du c r i m e  ne 
t 'e m p ê c h e  pas  de m e  r e g a r d e r .  So is  t é m o in  
du d é s e s p o i r^ d 'u n e  m a lh e u r e u s e ;  et f a i s - m o i  la  g r â c e  
de r a c o n t e r  a ce lu i que j ' a i  o ffense  l e s  c i r c o n s t a n c e s  
de m o n  t r é p a s ,  m a is  ne le s  r a c o n te  po in t aux  p e r s o n n e s
do n t^ je  t ie n s  le jo u r .  T u  v o is  dans  ta  c o u r s e  d e s
m ise ra b le s j^  d i s - m o is ,  y 'e n  a - t - i l  un de qui l ' in f o r tu n e  
ne  so i t  l e g e r e  au p r ix  de la  m ie n n e ?  R o c h e r s  e le v e s ,  
qud s e r v i e z  n a g u è re  de fo n d e m e n ts  a  un p a la i s  dont 
j ' é t a i s  \ m a î t r e s s e ,  qui a u r a i t  d it que l a  n a tu r e  vous  
eû t  f o r m e s  .p o u r  m e  s e r v i r  m a in te n a n t  a  un  u sa g e  s i  
d i f f e r e n t?
A t th e  end  of th i s  la m en ta t io n ,  she  g a z e s  a g a in  a t  the  p r e c ip ic e ;  d e a th
a p p e a r s  to  h e r  in  i t s  m o s t  f r ig h tfu l  fo rm ;  she  t r i e s  s e v e r a l  t im e s  to
ta k e  th e .  f a t a l  p lunge; but each  t im e  she i s  h e ld  b a c k  b y  a m y s t e r i o u s  
f e e l in g  of w e a k n e s s .  She s t ru g g le s  to  e n c o u ra g e  th i s  fe e l in g  b y  a rg u in g  
w ith  h e r s e l f  :
Q u e l le s  sont. . . . m e s  d e s t in é e  s I J ' a i  que lq u e  *
b e a u te ,  je  su is  jeune; i l  n 'y  a  q u 'u n  m o m e n t
que je  p o s s é d a is  le  p lus  a g re a b le  de to u s  le s
d ieu x , et je  v a is  m o u r i r I  J e  m e  v a is  m o i - m ê m e
d o n n e r  la  m o r t l  F a u t - i l  que l ' a u r o r e  ne  se  lev e
p lu s  p o u r  P s y c h e ?  Q uoil v o ila  l e s  d e r n i e r s  in s ta n t s
qui m e  sont donnes p a r  l e s  P a r q u e  s i E n c o r e  s i  m a  
n o u r r i c e  m e  f e r m a i t  le s  yeuxl Si je  n 'e t a i s  po in t 
p r iv é e  de la  sep u l tu re  I
T h is  p a in fu l  in d e c is io n ,  b e t ra y e d  by  the  a l t e r n a t io n  of r e s o lu t io n  and
i r r e s o l u t i o n ,  p r e s e n t s  a  d ism a l  p ic tu re  of th e  h u m a n  co n d it io n ,  th e
ag o n y  of a  m o r t a l  t o r n  b e tw een  th e  u rg e  to  s e e k  in  s e l f - im m o la t io n  an
e s c a p e  f r o m  th e  t r i a l s  of e x is te n c e  and  th e  infetinctive d r e a d  of d e a th .
In  th e  fa c e  of th e  sw eet a t ta c h m e n t  to  l i f e ,  s t r e n g th e n e d  b y  a  d e f in i te
in ju n c t io n  b y  h e r  divine h usband  n e v e r  to  t a m p e r  w ith  h e r  own l i f e ,
th e  h e r o in e  r e a l i z e s  the  b i t t e r  t ru th  th a t  th e  h e ig h t  of d e s p a i r  i s  th e
in a b i l i ty  to  d e s p a i r .
C 'e s t  b ie n  le  com ble  du d é s e s p o i r  que de n 'o s e r
_ % / 41se d e s e s p e r e r .
P a s s i o n  th e n  b e c o m e s  fo r  h e r  r e g r e t  and  s e l f - c o n d e m n a t io n :
Que nos  p l a i s i r s  p a s s é s  augnaentent n o s  s u p p l ic e s  I 
Q u 'i l  e s t  d u r  d 'é p r o u v e r ,  a p r è s  ta n t  de d e l i c e s .
L e s  c ru a u té s  du S o r t i  
F a l l a i t - i l  ê t r e  h e u re u se  av an t  q u 'ê t r e  c o u p ab le ?
E t  s i f m e  h a ï r .  A m o u r ,  tu  fus  c a p a b le .
P o u rq u o i  m 'a i m e r  d ' a b o r d ? 42
3 9 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 428. .
40. I b id , ,  p. 428. - • •
41. Ib id . ,  p. 432.
42. I b id . ,  p . 434.
216
B ut f r o m  h e r  t r i a l s ,  which a r e  s low  bu t p r e c a r i o u s ,  sh e  a c q u i r e s  
w ié d o m  an d  fo r t i tu d e .  H e r  s tu b b o rn  r e s i s t a n c e  to  th e  u r g e  to  ta k e  h e r  
own life  a n d  h e r  u l t im a te  t r iu m p h  o v e r  th is  im p u ls e  a r e  sy m b o l ic  g e s ­
t u r e s ,  a s  c an  be  in f e r r e d  f r o m  the  p ro m in e n c e  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  g iv e s  
th e m  in  the  s to r y .  T h ey  r e p r e s e n t  h i s  own p e r s o n a l  a t t i tu d e  to  th e  
th o r n y  p r o b le m  of su ic id e .  T h is  a t t i tu d e  is  bo th  m o r a l  and  in te l l e c tu a l .  
One i s  a lw a y s  m a s t e r  of o n e se lf  in  th is  r e g a r d ,  an d  c an  p a r t  w ith  l i fe  
a t  w i l l .  B ut th en ,  thought the po e t,  a p a r t  f r o m  th e  p e r s o n a l  i m p l i c a ­
t io n s  of s u ic id e ,  the  a c t  is  re p u d ia te d  by  s o c ie ty  a s  c o w a rd ly  a n d  u n ­
s o c ia l .  I t  i s  d e fe a t i s t  in  co ncep tion  and  c o n t r a r y  to  n a t u r e .  T h e  w o r ld  
i s  l ik e  a  b l in d  a l le y  fu ll  of ev il ,  s u f fe r in g  and  c o n t r a d ic t io n s ,  t r u e  
enough , b u t  th e  m o r e  pos it ive  a p p ro a c h  to  the  p r o b le m  i s  to  e n d e a v o u r  
to  m a k e  th e  m o s t  out of the  s i tu a t io n ,  to  h av e  th e  w i l l  to  ad ap t  th e  a b ­
s u r d i t y  of th e  h u m a n  condition  to  the  b e s t  p o s s ib le  a d v an ta g e  df rrian. 
S u ic id e  i s  a  n e g a t io n  of th is  id e a l .  T h u s ,  h e  who t r i e s  to  e s c a p e  the  
r e a l i t i e s  of l i f e  th ro u g h  s e l f - im m o la t io n ,  b e t r a y s  a  c o w a rd ly  w il l ,  i n ­
c a p a b le  of g ra p p l in g  w ith the  p ro b le m s  of e x i s t e n c e .  S u ic id e  i s  t h e r e ­
fo r e  s e e n  by  L a  F o n ta in e  a s  a  g r o s s  v io la t io n  of th e  fu n d a m e n ta l  la w  of 
n a t u r e  and  of th e  com m unity .
V ous  ê t e s  e n c o re  su je t te  a  la  lo i  c o m m u n e .  O r ,  
c e t t e  lo i  veiit deux c h o se s  : l 'u n e ,  v é r i t a b l e m e n t  
que n ous  m o u r io n s ;  l ' a u t r e ,  que nous  tâ c h io n s  de 
c o n s e r v e r  n o tre  v ie  le  p lus  lo n g tem p s  q u ' i l  n o u s  
e s t  p o s s ib le .  Nous n a i s s o n s  é g a le m e n t  p o u r  l 'ù n  
•et p o u r  l 'a u t r e ;  et l 'cm p eu t  d i r e  que l 'h o m m e  a  en  
m ê m e  te m p s  deux m o u v e m e n ts  o p p o ses  : i l  c o u r t  
i n c e s s a m m e n t  v e r s  la  m o r t ;  i l  la  fu i t  a u s s i  i n c e s s a m ­
m e n t .  De v io le r  c e t  in s t in c t ,  c^est ce q u i n ' e s t  p a s  
43p e r m i s .
T h e r e  i s  s o m e th in g  u n n a tu ra l ,  so m e th in g  b a s i c a l l y  a n t i - s o c i a l  a b o u t  s u i ­
c id e  and  th e  sch o o l of thought th a t  a p p ro v e s  of i t .  T o  r e s o r t  to  i t  i s  
to  h id e  in  the  to m b  f ro m  the  ch a llen g e  of l i f e .  I t  i s  m o r e  h e r o i c  to  
e n d u re ,  to  l iv e  and  fight back  th a n  to  s u r r e n d e r  to  d e s p a i r .  I t  i s  h e r e  
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  rea d in g  of P la to  r e v e a l s  i t s  in f lu e n c e ,  f o r  by  ad o p tin g  
th i s  a t t i tu d e ,  the  poe t r e - a t t a c h e s  h is  d o c t r in e  to  the  g r e a t  P la to n ic  
t r a d i t i o n ,  m a in ta in e d  by  M onta igne, and  c o n v e r te d  in to  an  a r t i c l e  of 
fa i th  by  S a in t - E v re m o n d .
43 .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 432 .
217
P la to  co n d em n s  s e l f - im m o la t io n  o r  any  f o r m  of h o p e l e s s  s u r ­
r e n d e r  to  d e a th  a s  the  ac t io n  of a  d i s e a s e d  m in d , an d  s t r e s s e s  the  
n e e d  f o r  c o u ra g e  and  luc id ity  in  fac in g  up to the  p r o b le m s  of l i f e .
N ous  s o m m e s ,  nous le s  h u m a in s ,  dans  une  e sp è c e  
de g a r d e r i e ,  et on n 'a  p a s  le  d ro i t  de s 'e n  l i b é r e r  
s o i - m ê m e ,  n i de s 'e n  é v a d e r .
A nd  M o n ta ig n e  s e e s  it  a s  yet a n o th e r  ev id en ce  of a  d e b a s e d  h u m a n  
n a t u r e .  T h e  op in ion  th a t  d isd a in s  o u r  l i fe ,  he d e c l a r e s ,  i s  r id i c u lo u s  
in  u s ,  f o r  a f t e r  a l l ,  life  is  ou r  be in g  and o u r  e v e ry th in g .  I t  i s  a  m a ­
la d y  p e c u l i a r  to  m a n ,  which is  s e e n  in  no o th e r  c r e a t u r e ,  to  h a te  an d
45a n n ih i la te  h im s e l f .
B u t it  i s  S a in t -E v re m o n d  who h a s  a  m o r e  d i r e c t  in f lu en ce  on 
L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  a t t i tu d e  to th is  p ro b le m  and  to  the  n ex t  m a in  po in t w hich, 
w e s h a l l  d i s c u s s  in  th is  c h a p te r ,  n a m e ly ,  th e  e th ic s  of " v o lu p té " .  ' We 
h av e  a l r e a d y  d i s c u s s e d  a t  length  in  the  p re c e d in g  c h a p te r  th e  d e v e lo p ­
m e n t  of th e  p o e t 's  e p ic u re a n  te n d e n c ie s  th ro u g h  a  t e m p e r a m e n ta l  a t t a c h ­
m e n t  to  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  to L a  R o ch e fo u cau ld  and  to  th e  w o r ld ly - l iv in g  
s a lo n  of th e  d u c h e s s e  de B ouillon . T h is  g ro u p  h a d  one th in g  in  c o m m o n  
a p a r t  f r o m  t h e i r  te m p e ra m e n ta l  ad d ic t io n  to  p l e a s u r e ,  n a m e ly  love  of 
l i fe  f o r  i t s  own sak e .  T hey  v a lu ed  i t  even  w ithout w e a l th ,  h o n o u r  and  
r e p u ta t io n .  S a in t -E v re m o n d  in  p a r t i c u l a r  c o n d e m n s  th o s e  who e i t h e r  b y  
d i r e c t  su ic id e  o r  by  r ig o ro u s  s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t io n  t a m p e r  w ith  the  p r e c io u s  
l i fe  th a t  n a tu r e  h a s  g iven th e m .
J e  c o n n o is  des  gens qui t ro u b le n t  l a  jo ie  de l e u r s  
p lu s  b e au x  jo u r s ,  p a r  la  m e d i ta t io n  d 'u n e  m o r t  
c o n c e r t é e ;  e t,  com m e s ' i l s  n 'e to i e n t  p a s  n é s  p o u r  
v iv r e  au  m onde , i l s  ne songen t q u 'd  la  m a n i é r é  
d 'e n  s o r t i r . . . .  P o u r  v iv re  h e u re u x ,  i l  f a u t  f a i r e  
peu  de ré f le x io n s  s u r  la  v ie ;  m a i s  s o r t i r  souven t 
c o m m e  h o r s  de soi, e t, p a r m i  l e s  plaisJLrs que 
f o u r n i s s e n t  le s  ch o ses  é t r a n g è r e s ,  se  d é r o b e r  la  
c o n n o is s a n c e  de s e s  p r o p r e s  m a u x .
A s  i f  to  s t r e s s  the  above id ea ,  he  co n c lu d es  by  s a y in g  :
A l 'â g e  où je  su is  une h e u r e  de v ie  b ie n  m é n a g é e ,  
m ' e s t  p lu s  c o n s id é ra b le  que l ' i n t é r ê t  d 'u n e  m e d io c r e  
r é p u ta t io n .
44 .. R a to n ,  P hedon , T e x t e  é tab l i  e t  t r a d u i t  p a r  L é o n  R ob in , P a r i s ,
(L es  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1934, p. 8, P h é d o n  ,• 61 e t  62.
45. M o n ta ig n e ,  M . , Op. C i t . , p.  ^ ^
46. S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  M arg u e te l  de . Œ u v r e s  m ê l e e s ,  (ed it .  C h a r l e s
G ira u d ) ,  P a r i s ,  1865, t . I ,  p . 31. * '
47 . I b id . ,  p . 171.
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T h is  i s  p r e c i s e l y  the  p a t te rn  of though t w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  r e - e c h o e s  
w hen  he  d e c l a r e s
J e  r e g a r d e  une c h o s e  p lu s  e s s e n t i e l l e  ; c ' e s t  la  
v i e ,  dont hu it  j o u r s  v a le n t  m i e u x  Que h u it  
s i è c l e s  de gloi^re a p r è s  la  m o r t .  ^
B y th u s  l in k in g  the  em o tio n a l f e a r  of d ea th ,  w hich  h e  s h a r e s  in  c o m ­
m o n  w ith  th e  aesopic  c h a r a c t e r s  in  the  f i f teen th  and  s ix te e n th  a p o lo g u e s  
of th e  f i r s t  Book of fab le s ,  w ith  th e  w id e r  and  m o r e  co m p le x  p r o b le m  
of s u ic id e .  L a  F o n ta in e  has  now g iven  an  in te l l e c tu a l  d im e n s io n  to  
h i s  a t t i tu d e .  T h is  is  yet a n o th e r  ex am p le  of a  s tu d ie d  m o v e m e n t  a w ay  
f r o m  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  w isdom  to w a rd s  in te l le c tu a l  m a tu r i t y .  A f te r  
show ing  th e  r e a d e r  the  d a rk  s ide of th in g s ,  th a t  i s ,  the  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  
of e v i l  p a s s io n s ,  he  now p r e s e n t s  the  o th e r  s ide  of th e  co in .  W ithout
a n y  p e r c e p t ib l e  t r a n s i t io n ,  the  tone  of the  n a r r a t i v e  c h an g e s  f r o m  th a t
*
of s o r r o w  to  one of h a p p in es s ,  fo llow ing  the u n iv e r s a l  law  of n a tu r e  
f r o m  w h ic h  th e  s to ry  d raw s  i t s  m o r a l ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  no co n d it io n  i s  
e v e r  p e r m a n e n t .  E v e ry  d a rk  c loud  h a s  i t s  s i l v e r  l in in g .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  
P s y c h e  r e c o v e r s  h e r  n a tu r a l  b l i s s  and  g a ie ty  a s  she  i s  r e u n i te d  w i th  
th e  one she  lo v e s .  I t  is  upon th is  f le x ib i l i ty  in  th e  h an d lin g  of th e  
p a s s io n s ,  m o r e  th an  upon any th ing  e l s e ,  th a t  the  b len d in g  of s ty le s  an d  
th e  o r ig in a l i t y  of the  w ork  r e s t .
A t  th is  point. L a  F o n ta in e ,  by  w ay  of c o n c lu s io n ,  g iv e s  th e  
s t o r y  a n ew  and  sub tle  tw is t .  B y  c le v e r ly  b a p t iz in g  th e  i s s u e  of th e  
c o n ju g a l  love  be tw een  Cupid and P s y c h e  w ith  the  sy m b o lic  n a m e  of 
" V o lu p té " ,  th e  poe t d e l ic a te ly  m o v e s  on to  the  n e x t  im p o r ta n t  id e a  e m ­
b o d ie d  in  th e  m y th  of P s y c h é , n a m e ly ,  h is  own c o n ce p t  of p l e a s u r e  
a n d  h a p p in e s s  a s  r e p r e s e n te d  in the  t e r m ,  " v o lu p té " .  T o  u n d e r s t a n d  
th e  b a c k g ro u n d  to  the  p o e t 's  u se  of th is  e x p r e s s io n  a  b r i e f  e x c u r s io n  
in to  i t s  o r ig in  and evolution a s  a n  in te l le c tu a l  c o n c e p t ,  i s  n e c e s s a r y .
"V o lu p té"  co m es  f r o m  the  L a t in  w o rd  " v o lu p ta s " ,  m e a n in g  
 ^ ^ g f i r s t  u sed  by  E p ic u r u s  (341 — 270 B . C . ) ,  th e  t e r m  i m ­
p l ie d  a b s e n c e  of m e n ta l  a g i ta t io n  and  p h y s ic a l  p a in .  F o r  th e  A th e n ia n  
p h i lo s o p h e r ,  p e ac e  of m in d  and bo d ily  h e a l th  a r e  the  h ig h e s t  f o r m s  of 
p l e a s u r e ,  and  h a p p in e s s  c o n s is t s  in  a  s u c c e s s io n  of su ch  p l e a s u r e s .
48. Quoted in Leon Petit, La Fontaine et Saint-Evremond ou La 
Tentation de l'Angleterre, Toulouse, 1953, p. 190.
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C a r  n ous  r e c h e rc h o n s  le  p l a i s i r ,  s e u le m e n t  quand  
so n  a b se n c e  nous cau se  une s o u f f ra n c e .  Q uan d  nous  
ne so u ff ro n s  p a s ,  nous n 'a v o n s  p lu s  que f a i r e  du 
p l a i s i r .  E t  c 'e s t  pourquo i nous d iso n s  que le  p l a i s i r  
e s t  le  c o m m e n ce m e n t  e t la  f in  d 'u n e  v ie  b i e n h e u r e u s e .
B u t p l e a s u r e ,  i n s i s t s  E p ic u ru s ,  does  no t m e a n  d e b a u c h e ry ;  i t  m e a n s
th e  a b s e n c e  of p h y s ic a l  pain  and  m e n ta l  a n x ie ty .
P a r  co n seq u en t,  lo rs q u e  nous d iso n s  que le  p l a i s i r  
e s t  le  s o u v e ra in  b ien , nous ne p a r lo n s  p a s  d e s  
p l a i s i r s  des  debau ch es .  . . . N ous p a r lo n s  de l 'a b s e n c e  
de so u f f ra n c e  physique, e t  de l 'a b s e n c e  de t ro u b le  
m o r a l .
B y  im p l ic a t io n ,  n e i th e r  p le a s u re  n o r  h a p p in e s s ,  in  E p icu ru s*  s e n s e  of
the  t e r m s ,  i s  p o s s ib le  w ithout the  w isd o m  of d i s c r e t i o n  and  th e  v i r t u e
of m o d e r a t io n .
L e  p r in c ip e  de tout c e la  et en  m ê m e  t e m p s  le  
p lu s  g ra n d  bien, c 'e s t  donc la  p ru d e n c e .  I.t fau t  *
l ' e s t i m e r  s u p é r ie u r e  a l a  ph ilo so p h ie  e l l e - m ê m e ,  
p u i s q u 'e l l e  e s t  la  so u rc e  de to u te s  l e s  v e r t u s ,  qui 
n o u s  a p p re n n e n t  qu 'on  ne peut p a r v e n i r  a  l a  v ie  
h e u r e u s e  san s  la  p ru d e n c e ,  l 'h o n n ê te té  e t  la  j u s t i c e ,  
et que p ru d e n c e ,  h o n n ê te té ,  ju s t i c e  ne  p e u v en t  
s 'o b t e n i r  s an s  le p l a i s i r .
I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  im p o s s ib le ,  fo llow ing th i s  d o c t r in e ,  to  l iv e  a  p le a s a n t  
l i fe  w ithou t l iv in g  w ise ly ,  ju s t ly  and  w e ll ,  and  i t  i s  e q u a l ly  im p o s s ib le  
to  l iv e  w is e ly  an d  w ell  and  ju s t ly  w ithout l iv in g  h a p p i ly .  W h e n e v e r  an y  
one of th e s e  is  lack ing , when, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  a  m a n  d o e s  no t l iv e  w is e ly ,
though  he  l iv e s  h o n e s t ly  and ju s t ly ,  i t  i s  im p o s s ib le  f o r  h im  to  l iv e  a
p le a s a n t  l i f e .  T h is  su g g es ts  th a t  in  r e a l  l i fe  m a n  i s  f a c e d  w ith  a l t e r ­
n a t iv e s  in  w h ich  he h a s  to  choose  b e tw een  w ha t i s  w is e  a n d  good on  
one h and , an d  w ha t is  p le a sa n t  on the  o th e r .  N o  p l e a s u r e  i s  in  i t s e l f  
e v i l ,  bu t th e  th in g s  which p ro d u ce  c e r t a in  p l e a s u r e s  e n ta i l  a n n o y a n c e s  
m a n y  t i m e s  g r e a t e r  than  the p l e a s u r e s  t h e m s e l v e s .  S in ce  e v e r y o n e  d e ­
s i r e s  w ha t i s  b e s t  fo r  h im se lf ,  co n t in u e s  E p i c u r u s ,  p l e a s u r e  sh o u ld  be  
a v o id e d  w hen  i t  is  a  so u rce  of g r e a t e r  pa in , an d  p a in  c h o se n  w hen  a  
g r e a t e r  am o u n t of p le a s u re  r e s u l t s  f r o m  i t .  B u t w h ile  r e c o m m e n d in g
p ru d e n c e  an d  d i s c r e t io n  in the  u se  of p l e a s u r e s ,  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r  c o n -
■^52
d e m n s  s e l f -a b n e g a t io n  a s  u n n a tu ra l .  .
49 . C r e s s o n ,  A n d ré ,  E p ic u re  sa  v ie ,  son oeuvre  a v e c  un  ex p o sé  de sa
p h ilo so p h ie ,  P a r i s ,  (P, U .F .  ), 1947, p . 70
50. I b i d . , p . 71.
51. I b i d . , p . 72. >
52. Ib id . , pp. 71 . - 72. , - • ■
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L a  F o n ta in e 's  epoch  w i tn e s s e d  the  r e h a b i l i t a t io n  of E p i c u r u s
a s  a m o r a l  p h i lo s o p h e r .  T he  l a t t e r ' s w o rk s  a n d  m a x im s  w e r e  freely-
q uo ted  to ju s t i f y  v a r io u s  w ays  of l i f e .  T he  k e y - w o r d  of h i s  s y s te m ,
" v o lu p ta s " ,  w a s  i n t e r p r e t e d  by  one sch o o l of though t to  m e a n  p r o f l ig a c y
an d  in d i s c r im in a t e  s u r r e n d e r  to a l l  s o r t s  of p l e a s u r e s .  R em o n d  de
S a in t - M a r d ,  fo r  e x a m p le ,  w as  not only  v o c a l  in  d e fen ce  of th is  v iew ,
bu t w en t f u r t h e r  to  r e p r o a c h  n a tu r e  f o r  endow ing m a n  w ith  r e a s o n
w hich  r e s t r i c t s  s u r r e n d e r  to  s e n s u a l  l i b e r t i n i s m .
H e la s I  p o u rq u o i la  n a tu r e ,  en  n ous  donnan t l e s  
p a s s io n s  qui s u f f is a ie n t  p o u r  nous  r e n d r e  h e u r e u x ,  
n ous  d o n n e - t - e l l e  une r a i s o n  qui ne nous  p e r m e t  
de l ' ê t r e ?  ^
A n o th e r  sch o o l  of though t c o n s id e r e d  'v o lu p ta s '  a s  a  c o n v en ien t  e x c u s e  
f o r  im m o r a l i t y  an d  lo o se  l iv in g  and , a s  such , b e l ie v e d  th a t  i t  sh ou ld  
be c o n d em n ed  b y  a l l  r ig h t  th ink ing  p eo p le .  A  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of th is
g ro u p  w as  P a t r u .  He c la im e d  th a t  th e  d o c t r in e  of "v o lu p té "  i s  d e ­
g ra d in g  and  d a n g e ro u s  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty  :
C 'e s t  la  r a i s o n  qui f a i t  l 'h o m m e .  L a  v o lu p té  
d e g ra d e  l 'h o m m e  e t a n é a n t i t  le  c h r é t i e n .  54
A m o n g  the  i m m o r a l  c o m p o n en ts  of "v o lu p té " ,  co n d em n e d  b y  P a t r u ,  w e r e  
such  a m u s e m e n t s  a s  love  o u ts id e  m a r r i a g e ,  s p o r t s ,  id le  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  
c e r t a i n  ty p e s  of re a d in g ,  the  th e a t r e  an d  d a n c in g . T h e s e  f o r m s  of p l e a ­
s u r e ,  he  a r g u e d  w e r e  no t only  i m m o r a l  bu t c o n t r a r y  to  t r u e  h a p p in e s s .
H e s t  a coup s û r  p lu s  fa c i le  d 'ê t r e  h e u r e u x  en  se
p a s s a n t  d e s  p l a i s i r s  q u 'e n  l e s  p o s s é d a n t .
B e tw e e n  th e s e  tw o sc h o o ls  of though t w as  ye t a  t h i r d  g ro u p ,  th e  r e a l
e p ic u r e a n s ,  who in t e r p r e t e d  "v o lu p té "  to  m e a n  f r e e d o m  f r o m  m e n ta l
a n x ie ty  an d  p h y s ic a l  d i s c o m f o r t .  T h is  w as  the  s e n s e  in  w hich  S a in t -
E v r e m o n d  u n d e r s to o d  i t  when he  w ro te  :
L e  m o t  de v o lu p té  m e  ra p p e l le  d 'E p ic u r e ;  e t  je  
c o n fe s s e  que , de to u te s  le s  op in ions des  p h i lo s o p h e s  
to u c h a n t  le  s o u v e r a in  b ie n ,  i l  n 'y  a  po in t qu i m e  
p a r o i s s e  s i  r a i s o n n a b le  que la  s ie n n e .  I l  s e r o i t  
in u t i le  d ' a p p o r t e r  ic i  des  r a i s o n s ,  c e n t  fo is  d i te s  p a r
53. R ém o n d  de S a in t - M a rd ,  N ouveaux  d ia lo g u e s  d e s  d ie u x , . ou R e f le x io n s
s u r  l e s  p a s s io n s ,  C ologne, ( P i e r r e  M a r te a u ) ,  1713, p . 99.
54. B audo t de J u i l l y ,  D ia lo g u es  e n t r e  M M . P a t r u  e t  d 'A b la n c o u r t ,
P a r i s ,  1701, t . I ,  p. 43
55. I b i d . , p. 163.
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l e s  é p i c u r i e n s  : que l ' a m o u r  de la  vo lup té  è t  la  
fu ite  de la  d o u le u r ,  sont l e s  p r e m i e r s  et le-s p lu s  
n a t u r e l s  m o u v e m e n ts ,  q u 'o n  r e m a r q u e  aux  h o m m e s ;  
que l e s  r i c h e s s e s ,  la  p u i s s a n c e ,  l 'h o n n e u r ,  la  v e r tu ,  
p eu v en t  c o n t r ib u e r  a n o t r e  b o n h e u r  : m a i s  que la  
jo u i s s a n c e  du p l a i s i r ,  la  v o lu p té ,  p o u r  to u t  d i r e ,  e s t ,  
la  v e r i t a b l e  f in  ou to u te s  nos  a c t io n s  se  r a p p o r te n t .
F o llo w in g  the  s a m e  t r e n d  of though t.  D e s c o u tu r e s  d e c la r e d  :
L e  p la i s i r ^ d o n n e  une seco n d e  v ie  a l 'h o m m e ,  i l  
l ' a r r a c h e  a  l a  m o r t ,  i l  b an n it  l 'h u m e u r  s o m b re  de 
la  m é la n c o l i e ,  i l  c o n tr ib u e  a s a  s a n té ,  i l  r a m è n e  
le  c a lm e  d an s  son  e s p r i t ,  e t  c o n tr ib u e  à  le  f a i r e  
v i v r e .  M a is  c o m m e  dit e x c e l le m m e n t  E p i c u r e ,  le  
p l a i s i r  do it  ê t r e  b o rn e ,  i l  ne fau t p a s  t r o p  s 'a b a n d o n n e r  
a s e s  t r a n s p o r t s .
F r o m  th i s  in te l le c tu a l  a r g u m e n t  e m e r g e s  one c l e a r  fa c t ,  n a m e ­
ly ,  th a t  a l th o u g h  th e  d e s i r e  f o r  h a p p in e s s  i s  a c c e p te d  b y  a l l  s id e s  a s  
n a t u r a l  and  l e g i t im a te ,  no t a l l  a r e  a g r e e d  on w ha t c o n s t i tu te s  ^happ iness  
o r  the  b e s t  a t t i tu d e  to  adop t to w a rd s  i t .  T h i s  w a s  p r e c i s e l y  th e  c o n ­
te x t  in  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e 's  in g en io u s  c o n c lu s io n  t o P s y c h é ,  th a t  i s ,  h i s
N  ^
f a m o u s  H y m n e  a  la  V o lu p té , w as  s i tu a te d .  T he  th e m e  of " v o lu p té "
h a d  b e e n  th e  f a v o u r i te  of l i t e r a r y  m e n  s in ce  the  t im e  E p ic u r u s  f i r s t
u s e d  th e  t e r m .  B ut L a  F o n ta in e 's  id ea  of c e le b r a t in g  i t  in  m u s i c a l
v e r s e  c am e  to  h im  f r o m  L u c r e t i u s .  T h e  l a t t e r  opens  the  f i r s t  B ook
of h is  De la  N a tu r e  d e s  C h o ses  w ith  a  tou ch in g  t r i b u t e  to  V en u s  w h o m
h e  d e s c r i b e s  a s  th e  hum an, the  d iv ine  "V o lup té"  :
D ouce  m e r e  d 'E n e e ,  a ie u le  d e s  R o m a in s ,
O V e n u s ,  vo lu p té  d e s  d ieux  e t  des  h u m a in s .
T u  p e u p le s ,  sous  l ' a z u r  ou g l i s s e n t  le s  é to i l e s .
L e s  c h a m p s  ou c r o i t  l ' e p i ,  l e s  f lo t s ,  s e n t i e r s  d e s  v o i le s :
C 'e s t  p a r  to i  q u 'e s t  conçu , p a r  to i  que to u t  v iv a n t  
N a î t  e t vo it  la  c l a r t é ;  le  nuage  e t le  v en t  
S 'e n fu ie n t  a  to n  r e to u r ;  la  t e r r e  f a i t  e c lo r e .
M e r v e i l l e u s e  o u v r i è r e ,  une  suave  f lo r e ;
L e s  p la in e s  de la  m e r  s o u r ie n t ,  e t  le  s o le i l  
D an s  l e s  c ieu x  a p a i s e s  epand  son f lo t  v e r m e i l .
56. S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  M a rg u e te l  de . O p . C i t . ,  p . 1 7 1 , ,  "S u r  la  m o r a l e
d 'E p ic u r e i '
57. D e s c o u tu r e s ,  L a  M o ra le  u n iv e r s e l l e ,  P a r i s ,  1687, p. 173.
58. L u c r è c e ,  C . T . ,  De la  N a tu re  d e s  C h o se s ,  T r a d u c t io n  c o m p le te
en v e r s  p a r  E d o u a rd  M ié le t ,  P a r i s ,  1889, p . 1, 11. I -  10.
Cf. i b i d . ,  11. 11 -5 0 .
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B ut if  th e  e a r l i e s t  t h e o r e t i c a l  n o tio n  of th is  e p ic u r e a n  id e a  s e e m s  to  
h av e  co m e  to o u r  poet f r o m  h is  r e a d in g  of L u c r e t iu s ,  th e  a p p l ic a t io n  
of th e  id e a  to r e a l  l i fe  s i tu a t io n s  w as  b ro u g h t  h o m e  to  h im  th ro u g h  h is  
a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  S a in t - E v r e m o n d .  F r o m  w hat i s  a l r e a d y  know n abou t 
h is  c o n n e c t io n s  w ith  S a iq t - E v r e m o n d  and  w ith  th e  e p ic u r e a n  c i r c l e  of 
th e  d u c h e s s e  de B o u il lo n ,  i t  shou ld  no t be d if f icu l t  to  f ix  the  d i r e c t i o n  
of h i s  a t t i tu d e .  In d eed , i t  i s  n o t  w ithou t r e a s o n  th a t  P s y c h e  i s  d e d i ­
c a te d  to  the  d u c h e s s e  de B ou il lo n .  I t w as  th ro u g h  h e r  in f lu en ce  an d  
th a t  of S a in t - E v r e m o n d  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  f i r s t  c am e  in to  c o n ta c t  w ith  
p r a c t i c a l  e p i c u r e a n i s m .  S a in t -E v re m o n d * s  e p ic u r e a n  c r e d o  i s  b a s e d  on 
a c c e p t in g  fa te  w ith  c h e e r f u l n e s s ,  s c o r n in g  the  v a in  sp le n d o u r  of th e  g r e a t ,  
an d  s ee k in g  in  v e r s e ,  m u s i c ,  p lay ,  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  w ine  and  love  th e  p l e a ­
s u r e s  w h ich  m a k e  l ife  t o l e r a b l e  and  d ea th  e a s y  to  b e a r .  He d e c l a r e s  :
II s 'a g i t  en  e f fe t  de c e t te  vo lu p té  de p u r  a lo i ,  *
qu i n a î t  e s s e n t i e l l e m e n t  de la  san té  du c o r p s  
e t  de la  t r a n q u i l l i t é  de l ' â m e ,  donc e n n em ie  de 
to u t  e x c e s .
T h i s  i s  the  p h i lo so p h y  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  ad o p ts  w ith  s l ig h t  m o d i f ic a t io n s
in  h is  e th ic s  of v o lu p té .  L e o n  P e t i t  d e s c r i b e s  th is  a f f in i ty  of t a s t e  an d
i n t e r e s t  b e tw e e n  L a  F o n ta in e  and  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  w hen  he  w r i t e s  :
P a r  c e t te  c o m m u n a u té  de goû ts  e t de p e n sé e  que 
l a  F o n ta in e  e t  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  se son t m u tu e l le m e n t  
re c o n n u s  y. . .  l e s  deux in te r lo c u te u r s  ne p o u v a ien t  
a v o u e r  p lu s  c a té g o r iq u e m e n t  q u ' i l s  a p p a r te n a ie n t  en  
f a i t  a  une m ê m e  f a m i l le  d ' e s p r i t s . . . .  F r a n c s  é p ic u r i e n s  
l 'u n  e t  l ' a u t r e ,  c 'e s t  d 'a b o r d  e t s u r to u t  p a r  ce  fonds 
co m m u n  q u ' i l s  se  r e s s e m b l e n t .  N i le  p r e m i e r ,  n i  le  
sec o n d  n 'o n t  j a m a i s  doute  que l 'h o m m e  fût ne  p o u r  
ê t r e  h e u re u x ,  e t  que le  b o n h e u r  s u r  c e t te  t e r r e  r e s t â t  
p o u r  lu i  so n  p r in c ip a l  ob je t .
L a  F o n ta in e  a c c e p t s  a l l  the  i t e m s  of p l e a s u r e  o r  a s p e c t s  of a m u s e m e n t  
e n u m e r a t e d  b y  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  th o s e  w h ich  id e n t i fy  "v o lu p té "  
w ith  p e a c e  of m in d  and  the  a b se n c e  of p h y s ic a l  d i s c o m f o r t ,  an d  he  
s t r e s s e s  r e a s o n a b le n e s s  and  d i s c r e t i o n  a s  the  c r u c i a l  f a c t o r s  in  d e t e r ­
m in in g  w hat s o r t  of a m u s e m e n t  should  c o n tr ib u te  m o s t  to  in d u ce  "v o lu p te 'i
5 9 . Q uo ted  in  L é o n  P e t i t ,  L a  F o n ta in e  et S a in t - E v r e m o n d  ou L a
T e n ta t io n  de l 'A n g l e t e r r e ,  p . 188.
60. I b id . ,  p. 187.
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T h u s ,  in  the  g u ise  of c e le b r a t in g  the  d a u g h te r  of C upid  and  
P s y c h e ,  o u r  poe t p r o p o s e s  h is  own th e o r y  of " v o lu p té " .  T he  c r i t e r i a  
of p h y s ic a l  h e a l th  and  m e n ta l  t r a n q u i l l i ty ,  d i s c r e t i o n ,  r e a s o n a b le n e s s  
a n d  m o d e r a t io n  le a d  h im  to  r e j e c t  v io le n t  a m u s e m e n ts  and  a l l  f o r m s  
of m o m e n ta r y  p l e a s u r e  f r o m  w hich  y e a r s  of p a in  an d  r e g r e t  w ou ld  r e ­
s u l t .  He p r e f e r s  s im p le  M easu res  su ch  a s  th o s e  of re a d in g ,  g a m e s ,  
f r i e n d s h ip ,  c o n v e r s a t io n  and love w hich  a r e  a c c e s s ib l e  and  r e l a t i v e ly  
d u r a b le .  He a d o r e s  lo v e ,  w o rk s  of a r t ,  so l i tu d e  and  the  b e a u ty  of
n a t u r e ,  a l l  of w h ich  h e  s u m m a r i z e s  u n d e r  the  e p ic u r e a n  t e r m  of
" v o lu p té " ,  an d  no poe t e v e r  h a s  c e le b r a te d  th is  c o n ce p t  with^^g^^  ^
c o n v ic t io n  th a n  he  d o es  :
O douce  V o lu p té ,  s a n s  qu i, d è s  n o t r e  e n fan ce .
L e  v iv r e  et le  m o u r i r  n ous  d e v ie n d ra ie n t  égaux;
A im a n t  u n iv e r s e l  de to u s  le s  anim aux!;,
Que tu  s a i s  a t t i r e r  av ec  que v io le n c e  I *
P a r  to i  tou t se  m e u t  i c i4 )a s .
L  ' C 'e s t  p o u r  to i ,  c ' e s t  p o u r  t e s  a p p a s .
Q ue nous  c o u ro n s  a p r è s  la  p e in e  :
Il  n ' e s t  so ld a t ,  n i c a p i ta in e .
N i m i n i s t r e  d 'E ta t ,  n i  p r in c e ,  n i s u je t .
Q u i ne t ' a i t  p o u r  un ique  o b je t .
N ous  a u t r e s  n o u r r i s s o n s ,  s i  p o u r  f r u i t  de n o s  v e i l l e s  
Un b r u i t  d é l ic ie u x  ne c h a r m a i t  nos  o r e i l l e s .
Si nous  ne  nous  sen t io n s  c h a to u i l le s  de ce  son.
F e r i o n s - n o u s  un  m o t  de c h a n so n ?
Ce q u ’on  a p p e l le  g lo i r e  en  t e r m e s  m a g n if iq u e s .
Ce qui s e r v a i t  de p r ix  d a n s  le s  j e u x  o ly m p iq u e s .
N 'e s t  que to i  p r o p r e m e n t ,  d iv ine  V olup té*
E t  le  p l a i s i r  d e s  s en s  n ' e s t - i l  de r i e n  co m p te  ?
P o u r q u o i  son t fa i t s  l e s  dons de F l o r e ,  •
L e  S o le i l  couchan t e t  l 'A u r o r e ,
P o m o n e  e t s e s  m e t s  d é l ic a t s ,
B a c c h u s ,  l ' â m e  d e s  bons r e p a s .
L e s  f o r ê t s ,  l e s  eaux , le s  p r a i r i e s ,
M e r e s  des  do u ces  r ê v e r i e s  ?
P o u r q u o i  ta n t  de b eau x  a r t s ,  qu i to u s  so n t  t e s  e n fa n ts ?
, M a is  p o u r  quoi le s  C h lo r i s  aux  a p p a s  t r i o m p h a n t s .
Q ue p o u r  m a in te n i r  to n  c o m m e r c e ?
J 'e n t e n d s  in n o c e m m e n t  ; s u r  son  p r o p r e  d é s i r  
Q ue lque  r ig u e u r  que l 'o n  e x e r c e .
E n c o r e  y p r e n d - o n  du p l a i s i r .
V o lu p té ,  V o lup té , qui fu s  j a d i s  m a î t r e s s e  
Du p lu s  b e l  e s p r i t  de la  G re c e ,
Ne m e  déda igne  p a s ,  v i e n s - t 'e n  lo g e r  c h ez  m o i ;
T u  n 'y  s e r a s  pas  s a n s  e m p l o i . . . .  ^^
61 .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 453 .
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T h is  p a s s a g e  is  o f ten  q u o te d  by  L a  F o n ta in e 's  d e t r a c t o r s  to  p ro v e  
w ha t a f r iv o lo u s  and  s e n s u a l  l ib e r t in e  he  w a s .  B u t to  i n t e r p r e t  i t  in  
t h i s  w ay  i s  to  m i s u n d e r s t a n d  c o m p le te ly  the  p o e t 's  in t e l l e c tu a l  c o n c e p ­
t io n  of h a p p in e s s .  He i s  p e r s u a d e d  by  e x p e r ie n c e  th a t  m a n  is  i n ­
c a p a b le  of fu l ly  r e a l i z in g  h is  own n a tu r e  ex ce p t  th ro u g h  c o l la b o ra t io n  
b e tw e e n  r e a s o n  and  the  p a s s io n s ,  th e  l a t t e r  g e n e r a t in g  the* f o r c e  of a c ­
t io n  and  th e  f o r m e r  app ly ing  the  n e c e s s a r y  b r a k e  on an y  te n d e n c y  t o ­
w a r d s  e x c e s s .  A s  soon  a s  th i s  b a la n c e  is  a c h ie v e d ,  an y th in g  i s  p e r ­
m i s s i b l e ,  s in ce  v ic e  c o n s i s t s  in  p ro f l ig a c y .  F o llo w in g  th i s  c o n v ic t io n ,  
th e  p o e t  c a r e f u l ly  c h o o s e s  the  c o m p a r a t iv e ly  m o r e  a c c e s s i b l e ,  m o r e
in n o c en t  and  m o r e  p e a c e fu l  a m u s e m e n ts  of l ife  a s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  e l e m e n t s  
✓
of h is  "v o lu p té "  :
J ' a i m e  le  je u ,  l ' a m o u r ,  l e s  l i v r e s ,  l a  m u s iq u e .
L a  v i l le  e t  l a  c a m p a g n e ,  en fin  tou t; i l  n ' e s t  r i e n  ^
Q ui ne m e  so it  s o u v e r a in  b ien ,  62
J u s q u 'a u  s o m b r e  p l a i s i r  d 'u n  c œ u r  m é la n c o l iq u e .
T h e  a f f in i ty  of t a s t e  b e tw e e n  L a  F o n ta in e  and  h is  f r i e n d ,  S a in t - E v r e m o n d ,
i s  e v id en t  f r o m  th i s  qu o ta t io n ,  f o r  the  in g re d ie n ts  of o u r  p o e t 's  "v o lu p té "
a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  the  s a m e  a s  th o s e  e n u m e r a te d  by  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  in  h i s
l e t t e r  to  L a  F o n ta in e ,  w r i t t e n  f r o m  L ondon  in  1687. T h e  p a s s a g e  of
y e a r s  d id  not a l t e r  the  e p ic u r e a n  t a s t e  f o r  w h ich  he  w as  know n b a c k
h o m e  in  F r a n c e .  T h u s ,  c o m m u n ic a t in g  h is  a t t i tu d e  to  L a  F o n ta in e ,  he
w r i t e s  :
S 'a c c o m m o d e r  aux  o r d r e s  du D es tin ;
A ux p lu s  h e u re u x  ne p o r t e r  po in t d 'e n v ie .
Du faux  e s p r i t  que p re n d  un  l ib e r t in .
A v ec  le  t e m p s ,  c o n n o î t r e  l a  fo lie ;
E t  d an s  l e s  v e r s ,  je u ,  m u s iq u e ,  bon  v in .
P a s s e r  en  p a ix  une in n o cen te  v ie  :
C 'e s t  le  m o y e n  d 'e n  r e c u l e r  l a  f in .
L a  F o n t a i n e 's  ch o ice  of a m u s e m e n ts ,  l ik e  th a t  of h i s  f r i e n d ,  a i m s  a t
th e  e p ic u r e a n  r e c ip e  f o r  h a p p in e s s ,  n a m e ly ,  m o d e r a t io n ,  p ru d e n c e  and
p e a c e  of m in d .  T h is  t r a n q u i l l i ty  of m in d  f o r m s  th e  c e n t r a l  id e a  in
the p o e t 's  t h e o r y  of h a p p in e s s ,  w hich  is  to  p r e s e r v e  a t  a l l  c o s t  o n e 's
p e a c e  of m in d  b y  obey ing  the  n e c e s s a r y  d e m a n d s  of n a tu r e  an d  ig n o r in g
the  e x t r a v a g a n t  im p u l s e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th o se  o n es  w h o se  s a t i s f a c t io n
is  s u re  to  d i s tu r b  th is  m e n ta l  t r a n q u i l l i ty .  In  a b r i l l i a n t  e f fo r t  to  e x -
62. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 453.
63. S a in t - E v r e m o n d ,  M a r g u e te l  de. O p. C i t . ,  t .  I l l ,  p .  373.
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p la in  the  above  c o n cep t ,  the  poe t m a k e s  an  in c u r s io n  in to  the  p s y c h o ­
lo g y  of d e s i r e  and  a n x ie ty .  It i s  the  d e s i r e  of e v e r y  m a n  to  be h ap p y , 
'he  a d m i t s ,  bu t e x p e r ie n c e  show s th a t  m a n 's  q u e s t  f o r  p e r f e c t  h a p p in e s s  
i s  s u b je c t  to  s e v e r e  l im i t a t i o n s .  He i s  f r u s t r a t e d  a t  e v e r y  tu r n ,  and  
h i s  m in d  f l i e s  f r o m  one d e s i r e  to  a n o th e r .  M an d e s i r e s  so m e th in g  
w ith  g r e a t  e a g e r n e s s ,  only  to t r e a t  th a t  th in g  w ith  in d i f fe r e n c e  w hen  
o b ta in ed ,  to  d e s i r e  ye t a n o th e r  th in g .  T h u s ,  w hen P s y c h e ' s  a c t iv e  d e ­
s i r e  f o r  a  lo v in g  h u s b a n d  i s  s a t i s f i e d  by  h e r  m a r r i a g e  w ith  th e  god of 
love  h im s e l f ,  h e r  d e s i r e  sh if ts  f r o m  th e  p l e a s u r e  of w ed lo ck  to  th a t  of 
e s ta b l i s h in g  the  id e n t i ty  of h e r  m y s t e r i o u s  h u sb a n d .  D e s i r e  c an  n e i th e r  
be  c h ec k e d  n o r  e l im in a te d  a l to g e th e r ,  f o r  th e  l a t t e r  w ould  p lunge m a n  
in to  a  s ta t e  of l e th a r g y ,  m o r e  pa in fu l  th a n  d e s i r e  i t s e l f .  A m o r e  p la u ­
s ib le  a l t e r n a t iv e  w ould  be to  s u b s t i tu te  hope fo r  a c tu a l  s a t i s fa c t io n ;  
t h i s  w ou ld  n e u t r a l i z e  a c t iv e  d e s i r e  w ithou t e l im in a t in g  i t  c o m p le te ly .
In o th e r  w o r d s ,  th e  h a p p ie s t  s ta te  in  w h ich  one c an  be  in  th i s  w o r ld  i s  
t h a t  of a c t iv e  d e s i r e ,  co u p led  w ith  a  s t ro n g  hope of f in a l ly  r e a l i z i n g  the  
d e s i r e d  o b je c t iv e .
II e s t  a  p ro p o s  p o u r  I 'u n  e t  p o u r  l ' a u t r e  de d e m e u r e r  
e n  l ' e t a t  ou n ous  nous t ro u v o n s .  P r e m i è r e m e n t ,  t e n e z -  
v ous  c e r t a in e  que du m o m e n t  que vous  n 'a u r e z  p lu s  r i e n  
a  s o u h a i t e r ,  v ous  vous  e n n u ie r e z .  E t  c o m m e n t  ne  v o u s  
e n n u ie r i e z - v o u s  p a s ?  L e s  d ieu x  s 'e n n u ie n t  b ien ; i l s  
son t c o n t r a in t s  de se  f a i r e  de te m p s  en  t e m p s  d e s  s u je t s  
de d é s i r  e t  d ' in q u ie tu d e ,  ta n t  i l  e s t  v r a i  que l ' e n t i e r e  
s a t i s f a c t io n  e t  le  dégoût se  t ie n n e n t  l a  m a in .
B u t L a  F o n ta in e  i s  no t u n a w a re  of the  p r e c a r i o u s  n a tu r e  of su ch  a  s t a t e .  
P s y c h e ' s  im p a t ie n c e  a f t e r  h e r  im a g in a t io n  an d  c u r io s i t y  h av e  b e e n  s t i m u ­
la t e d  by  h e r  p e r f id io u s  s i s t e r s ,  p ro v e s  th a t  such  a  s ta t e  c an n o t l a s t  long  
w ith o u t  p ro v in g  p a in fu lly  in to le r a b le .  A s ta te  of u n fu lf i l le d  h o p e s  i s  a  
s ta te  of m e n ta l  a g o n y , f o r  u n c e r ta in ty  b r e e d s  a n x ie ty ,  an d  th e  m in d ,  
f ix e d  th u s  upon the  fu tu r e ,  can  n e v e r  en joy  the  p r e s e n t .  T h i s  e x p la in s  
the  h e r o i n e 's  u n h a p p in e s s .  She h a s  in  h e r  go lden  p a la c e  a l l  the  w e a l th  
a n d  r i c h e s  th a t  the  w o r ld  c an  o f fe r ,  in c lu d in g  an  a r r a y  of n y m p h s  to  
w a it  on h e r ,  the  f a i r e s t  b a th s ,  the  d a in t ie s t  m e a l s ;  f u r n i tu r e  of th e  m o s t  
e x q u is i te  gold, a l l  co m b in in g  to s a te  the  s e n s e s  w ith  the  a ff lu e n c e  of h e r  
s u r r o u n d in g s ,  y e t  she is  f a r  f r o m  b e in g  hap p y . M e n ta l  a g i ta t io n ,  c a u s e d  
by  h e r  a n x ie ty ,  h e r  c u r io s i ty  o v e r  the  n a tu r e  and  id e n t i ty  of h e r  lo v e r
64.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  . Op. ’ C i t . ,  p. 41 5.
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k e e p s  h e r  r e s t l e s s .  T he  f e a r  of the  unknown s u r p a s s e s  by f a r  th e
jo y s  of h e r  o v e rf lo w in g  fo r tu n e ,  h e n ce  she s a y s  to  h e r  l o v e r  :
J e  vous d i r a i  f r a n c h e m e n t  que to u s  vos  p a la i s ,  to u s  
v o s  m e u b le s ,  to u s  vos  j a r d i n s ,  ne s a u r a ie n t  m e  
r e c o m p e n s e r  d 'u n  m o m e n t  de v o t r e  p r e s e n c e ,  et 
v ous  v o u lez  que| j ' e n  s o is  to u t  a  fa i t  p r iv é e  : c a r  
je  ne p u is  a p p e le r  p r e s e n c e  un  b ien  ou l e s  yeux
n 'o n t  au cu n e  p a r t .  '
P e r f e c t  h a p p in e s s  p r e s u p p o s e s  a  t r i p l e  e q u i l ib r iu m  b e tw e e n  d e s i r e  and
ho p e , b e tw e e n  hope  and  s a t i s f a c t io n ,  a n d  b e tw ee n  s a t i s f a c t io n  an d  d e s i r e .
D e s i r e  sh o u ld  o u tl iv e  the  p o s s e s s io n  of the  d e s i r e d  o b je c t  in  o r d e r  to
s e c u r e  i t  f r o m  in d i f fe r e n c e ;  s a t i s f a c t io n  shou ld  be  p e r m a n e n t  th u s  s e t t in g
a l im i t  to  f u r t h e r  d e s i r e s .  U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  m a in ta in s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  th e
in a b i l i ty  of h u m a n  n a tu r e  to  a c h ie v e  th is  b a la n c e  m a k e s  a l l  c l a i m s  to
r e a l  h a p p in e s s  a  s h a m .  In  c o n se q u e n c e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  he  r e c o m m e n d s
th e  a t t i tu d e  a l r e a d y  d e f in ed  in  th e  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b l e s .  T h a t  i s ,
" Q u 'i l  se  fau t  c o n te n te r  de sa  condition ;
Q u 'a u x  c o n s e i l s  de la  m e r  e t de l 'a m b i t io n  
N ous d evons  f e r m e r  l e s  o r e i l l e s .
S ince  s u p r e m e  h a p p in e s s  is  a n  u n a t ta in a b le  o b je c t iv e ,  d e s i r e ,  t a s t e  and  
c h o ice  m u s t  be  r e g u la te d  by  p ru d e n c e  and  m o d e r a t io n .  T h u s ,  in  th e  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  in  w h ich  the  h e ro in e  f in d s  h e r s e l f ,  an d  g iven  th e  f a c t  of 
th e  t im e ly  w a rn in g  g iven  h e r  by  h e r  h u sb an d , the  b e s t  th ing  she  co u ld  
have  done w ould  have  b e e n  to  adap t h e r s e l f  to  h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  c i r c u m ­
s ta n c e s  by  c lo s in g  h e r  e a r s  to  a l l  in s in u a t io n s  to  th e  c o n t r a r y .
A in s i  le  m e i l l e u r  p o u r  vous e s t  l ' i n c e r t i t u d e ,  e t  
q u 'a p r è s  l a  p o s s e s s io n  vous  ay ez  to u jo u r s  de quoi 
d e s i r e r  : c ' e s t  un s e c r e t  dont on ne s 'é t a i t  p a s
e n c o r e  a v i s e .  D e m e u r o n s - e n  la ,  s i  vous  m 'e n
c r o y e z .
T h is  v iew  o f f e r s  a  c l a s s i c  e x am p le  of e p ic u r e a n  p ru d e n c e  an d  m o d e r a t i o n  
w h ich  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  L a  F o n ta in e 's  co n cep t  of " v o lu p té " .  , T h e  ab o v e  v i r ­
tu e s  c o n s i s t  in  know ing how to live  a s  h ap p i ly  a s  p o s s ib le .  T h i s  in v o lv e s  
fo u r  th in g s  : know ing o n ese lf ,  a c c e p t in g  the  f a c t s  of o n e 's  n a tu r e ,  l e a r n in g  
w hat to  e x p ec t  of o n e se l f  and  an  a w a r e n e s s  of the  c o n f l ic t in g  n a tu r e  of 
p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h ip s .  B ut th e  b a s ic  e le m e n t  upon w h ich  a l l  th e  o th e r s
d ep en d  i s  s e l f -k n o w le d g e .  E th ic s  an d  t a s t e s  m u s t  be f i r m l y  ro o te d  in
65. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 415.
66. I b id . ,  p . 96, F a b l e s , IV, 2, 11. 26 - 28.
67. I b i d . , p . 41 5.
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the  f a c t s  of p e r s o n a l  p sy ch o lo g y , f o r  w ithou t th is  one b e c o m e s  out of 
touch  w ith  o n e 's  w e a k n e s s e s ,  the  l im i ta t io n s  of o n e 's  r e s o u r c e s ,  an d  
e x p e c t s  e i t h e r  too  m u c h  o r  too  litHe; f r o m  o n e se lf  an d  f r o m  n a t u r e .
In  e i t h e r  e x t r e m e ,  t h e r e  is  the  d a n g e r  of fa l l in g  s h o r t  of o n e 's  b e s t  
p o s s ib le  m o r a l  e f f e c t iv e n e s s  and  fe e l in g  d is a p p o in te d .  On th e  o th e r  
h an d ,  w h en  a  m a n  co n d it io n s  h is  t a s t e s  a n d  l im i t s  h i s  e x p e c ta t io n s  to  
w hat is  s im p le  and  a c c e s s ib l e ,  he  m in im i z e s  the  in c id e n c e  of d i s a p ­
p o in tm e n t ,  f r u s t r a t i o n  and  'm e n ta l  a g i ta t io n .  It fo l lo w s  f r o m  th e  above  
th a t ,  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  th e  a b i l i ty  of th e  in d iv id u a l  to  en jo y  a  m e a s u r e  
of h a p p in e s s  d e p en d s  l a r g e l y  on th e  in d iv id u a l 's  t e m p e r a m e n t  o r  m e n t a l  
d i s p o s i t io n  an d  th e  ex ten t  of h is  a m b i t io n .  T h u s ,  a l th o u g h  P s y c h e  h a s  
t r a n s g r e s s e d  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  c o m m a n d  an d  s e e n  h i s  f a c e ,  she  co u ld  ye t 
h av e  a v o id ed  an  u n fo r tu n a te  a c c id e n t  b u t  f o r  h e r  in s a t i a b le  a m b i t io n  to  
s e e ,  f e e l  and  ta k e  in  e v e ry th in g  th a t  n e e d s  be  know n ab o u t hey  w o n d e r ­
fu l h u sb a n d .  She cou ld  h av e  put aw ay  the  o i l  la m p  th a t  c a u s e d  th e  
a c c id e n t ,  b u t n o . She w an ts  to  g a ze ,  touch , k i s s  a n d  f ind  out m o r e  
ab o u t L o v e ,  an d  sh e ^ n e e d s  the  i l l - f a t e d  la m p  to  do a l l  t l ia t .
E l le  en  a v a i t  t r o p  a f f a i r e ,  e t n 'a v a i t  pas  
e n c o r e  vu to u t  ce  q u ' i l  y  a v a i t  a  v o i r .
E v e n  a f t e r  h e r  sw ooning m in d  h a s  e x h a u s te d  i t s e l f ,  r e f l e c t in g  upon  the
e c s t a s y  of su ch  a  b l i s s ,  o u r  h e r o in e  c o n tin u es  h e r  h y s t e r i c a l  d e r n o n s t r a -
t io n  of jo y ,  u n t i l  h e r  in s a t ia b le  c u r i o s i t y  a n d  in o rd in a te  a m b i t io n  to
a t t a in  s u p r e m e  b l i s s  t u r n  th i s  s a m e  h a p p in e s s  in to  b i t t e r n e s s .
A p r e s  c e s  r e f le x io n s ,  i l  lu i  p r i t  env ie  de r e g a r d e r  
de p lu s  p r è s  c e lu i  q u 'e l l e  n 'a v a i t  d e ja  que t r o p  vu .
E U  p en ch a  que lque  peu  l ' i n s t r u m e n t  fa ta l  qu i 1 'a v a i t  
j u s q u e - l a  s e r v ie  s i  u t i l e m e n t .  I l  e n  to m b a  s u r  l a
c u i s s e  de son  époux une gou tte  d 'h u i le  e n f la m m e e .
L a  d o u le u r  e v e i l la  le  d ie u .
T h e  po in t , w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  is  t r y in g  to  pu t a c r o s s  b y  e m p h a s iz in g  
th e s e  m in u te  d e ta i l s  i s  qu ite  c l e a r  : by  re g u la t in g  o n e 's  a m b i t io n ,  by  
s u b je c t in g  the  i l lu s io n s  of the  im a g in a t io n  to  c r i t i c a l  ju d g e m e n t ,  b a s e d  
upon  th e  r e a l i t i e s  of l i fe ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  to  c a r v e  ou t f o r  o n e s e l f  a m e a ­
s u r e  of h a p p in e s s  th a t  i s  coo l, in n o c en t  and  s a t i s fy in g .  T h u s ,  P s y c h e '
w ould  h av e  b e en
68. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 422.
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M ille  fo is  h e u r e u s e  s i  e l le  eû t su iv i  le s  c o n s e i l s  de 
son  époux, e t q u 'e l l e  eû t  c o m p r i s  l 'a v a n ta g e  e t  le
b ie n  que c ’e s t  de ne p a s  a t t e in d r e  à  la  s u p r e m e
f e l i c i t e l  c a r ,  s i tô t  que l 'o n  e s t  là ,  i l  e s t  f o r c e  que 
l 'o n  d e s c e n d e ,  la  F o r tu n e  n 'é t a n t  p a s  d 'h u m e u r  à  
l a i s s e r  r e p o s e r  sa  ro u e .
C ou ld  th e  p o e t  be  r e c a l l i n g  h e r e  th e  n o s ta lg ic  m e m o r y  of h is  f o r m e r
f r i e n d  an d  b e n e f a c to r ,  N ic o la s  F o u q u e t ,  w h o se  in o rd in a te  a m b i t io n  an d
o s te n ta t io u s  sp le n d o u r ,  l ik e  th a t  of o u r  h e r o in e ,  c a u s e d  h i s  d o w n fa ll?
I s  i t  p o s s ib le  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  h a d  h is  own w ife 's  je a lo u s  c u r i o s i t y  in
m in d  ?
E t  le  m a r i  d é c la m a i t  to u jo u r s  c o n t re  l e s  f e m m e s  
t r o p  c u r i e u s e s . . . .^^
One c an n o t s a y  f o r  s u r e .  O u r  p o e t 's  m o r a l  l e s s o n s  a r e  of u n iv e r s a l  
a p p l ic a t io n .  W h o m so e v e r  the  cap  f i t s ,  l e t  h im  w e a r  i t .  W hat i s  m o r e
in t e r e s t i n g  is  r a t h e r  the  fa c t  th a t  th e  h e ro in e  b e h a v e s  in  the  w^ty she
d o e s ,  th u s  i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  t r u t h  th a t  no con d it io n  i s  p e r m a n e n t ,  no  m a t ­
t e r  how  s ta b le  i t  m a y  s e e m .  If th e  sw ift  f l ig h t  of t im e  d o es  n o t a l t e r  
i t ,  a s  in  th e  c a s e  of A d o n is , i t  w e a r s  i t s e l f  out th ro u g h  l a s s i t u d e  an d  
s a t i e ty .  Such  i s  the  p sy ch o lo g y  of the  p a s s io n s  w h ich  i s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  . 
in  P s y c h e .
"V o lu p té "  w ould  t h e r e f o r e  be  th e  c o n q u es t  of th e  s o r t  of w is d o m  
th a t  i s  e v e r  v ig i la n t  a g a in s t  u n b r id le d  p a s s io n  and  th e  s n a r e s  of th e  i m a ­
g in a tio n  w h ich  o b s c u r e  r e a s o n  an d  d i s tu r b  the  m in d ,  th u s  a l ie n a t in g  
e i t h e r  to  o th e r  peop le  o r  to  - c i r c u m s t a n c e s  th e  l i t t l e  p e a c e  of m in d  to  
w h ich  one c a n  l a y  c la im .  T he  h ap p y  m a n ,  e n v is a g e d  b y  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
e th ic s  of " v o lu p té " ,  i s ,  in  th is  s e n s e ,  a g a m b le r  w ith  su f f ic ie n t  s e l f -  
m a s t e r y  to  w e ig h  lu c id ly  th e  c h a n c e s  and  r i s k s  of th e  g a m e .  H e i s  a n  
e x p e r ie n c e d  s t a k e r  who, u n d e c e iv e d  by  e x te r n a l  a p p e a r a n c e s ,  c h o o s e s  
th o s e  g a m e s  in  w hich  t h e r e  is  m o r e  to  hope f o r  th a n  to  f e a r .  F in a l ly ,  
h e  i s  a  c o n n o i s s e u r  who i s  ab le  to  d is t in g u is h  b e tw e e n  s e n s u a l  p l e a s u r e  
an d  r e a l  h a p p in e s s .  W h e re a s  the  f o r m e r  i s  an  in s t a n t  th e  l a t t e r  i s  a  
s t a t e .  T h u s  w hile  l ife  is  p u n c tu a ted  w ith  e c s ta t i c  m o m e n ts  of p l e a s u r e ,  
such  m o m e n ta r y  d e l ig h ts  can  h a r d ly  c o n s t i tu te  r e a l  h a p p in e s s  u n le s s  th e y  
a r e  a c c o m p a n ie d  by  m e n ta l  t r a n q u i l l i ty .  It i s  th u s  f a r  th a t  h u m a n  a s p i r a ­
t io n  c an  go, fo r  a  s ta te  of p e r f e c t  o r  a b so lu te  h a p p in e s s  i s  a n  i l lu s io n
f o r  m o r t a l  m a n . ___________________________________ ___________________________
70 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p . 416 .
71. Ib id . p. 417.
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T e l le  e s t  la  c o n d it io n  d e s  m o r t e l s . . . .  L e s  d ieux  
s e u ls  son t e x e m p ts  de m a l ,  e t  v iven t l à - h a u t  à  
l e u r  a i s e ,  s a n s  r i e n  s o u f f r i r .
H a p p in e s s ,  in a s m u c h  a s  it i s  a p e r f e c t  and su ff ic ie n t  good, e x c lu d e s
a l l  e v i l  an d  s a t i s f i e s  a l l  d e s i r e s .  S ince  th is  id e a l  i s  no t p o s s ib le  of
r e a l i z a t i o n  in  n a tu r e ,  th o s e  d e s i r in g  to  be r e l a t iv e ly  h ap p y  h e r e  s h o u ld
; fh e re fo re  h a v e  a r e la t iv e  con cep t of h a p p in e s s  by  l im i t in g  t h e i r  d e s i r e s
to  th o s e  e l e m e n t s  em b o d ie d  in  the  id e a  of " v o lu p té " ;  f r i e n d s h ip ,  r e a d in g ,
m u s i c ,  s p o r t s ,  lo v e ,  c o n v e r s a t io n  an d  th e  e n jo y m en t of the  b e a u ty  of
n a t u r e .  T h e s e  a m u s e m e n ts  c o m b in e  the  t r i p l e  m e r i t s  of a c c e s s i b i l i t y ,
d u r a b i l i ty  and  s e c u r i t y  w ith  th a t  of a f fo rd in g  a m e a s u r e  of s a t i s f a c t io n .
T h e y  sh o u ld  no t be ig n o re d  f o r  b e in g  c o m m o n p la c e  o r  u n d is t in g u is h e d ,
f o r
Un T ie n s  v au t ,  ce d i t -o n ,  m ie u x  que deux T u  l ' a u r a s  
L 'u n  e s t  s û r ,  l ' a u t r e  ne  l ' e s t  p a s .
L a  F o n ta in e 's  p r iv a te  l ife  p r e s e n t s  a  s t r ik in g  ex am p le  of th e  
am b ig u o u s  r o le  w h ich  the  d o c t r in e  of "v o lu p té "  p la y ed  in  th e  h e d o n is t i c  
m o r a l s  of h is  ep o ch . W hile ju s t i fy in g  th e  e n jo y m e n t  of p l e a s u r e s  a s  
n a tu r a l  an d  l e g i t im a te ,  h is  c o n cep t  of "v o lu p té "  c a r e f u l ly  l im i t e d  i t  to  
r e a s o n a b le  and  s im p le  a m u s e m e n ts  th u s  e l im in a t in g  th e  r i s k  of s u b v e r ­
s iv e  d e l ig h t .  E n e m y  of a l l  v io le n c e  and  t^ ta n n y ,  the  poe t co u ld  r e s i s t  
an y  im p u ls e ,  a n y  p a s s io n ,  no m a t t e r  how  s t ro n g ,  if  on ly  h e  w e r e  c o n ­
v in c e d  th a t  s u r r e n d e r i n g  to  i t  im p l ie d  a  r i s k  fo r  th e  e s s e n c e  of h i s  
" v o lu p té " ,  n a m e ly ,  p e ac e  of m in d .  T h a n k s  to th is  e q u i l ib r iu m  b e tw e e n  
in s t in c t  and  r e a s o n ,  th i s  su b je c t io n  of t a s t e s  an d  fee lings  to  c r i t i c a l  
ju d g e m e n t ,  he  s u c c e e d e d  m o r e  e a s i l y  th a n  m a n y  of h i s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  
in  le a d in g  a  c o m p a r a t i v e ly  q u ie t  and  p e a c e fu l  l i f e .  H is  b r a n d  of " v o lu p ­
t é "  t h r e a t e n e d  n e i th e r  s o c ia l  o r d e r  n o r  m o r a l i t y .  D 'O l iv e t  d e c l a r e s :
J a m a i s  L a  F o n ta in e  n 'a v a i t  é té  im p ie  p a r  p r in c ip e s ;
m a i s  i l  a v a i t  v é cu  d an s  une p ro d ig ie u s e  in d o le n c e  
s u r  la  r e l ig io n  c o m m e  s u r  tou t le  r e s t e .
H is  a t t i tu d e  to  co n v en tio n a l  r e l ig io n ,  w h ich  we s h a l l  d i s c u s s  l a t e r ,  i s
r a t h e r  p r a g m a t i s t .  He could  be f r i e n d s  v/ith bo th  b e l i e v e r s  an d  a t h e i s t s ,
depend ing  upon w h ich  s o u rc e  is  l ik e ly  to  induce  genu ine  " v o lu p té " .
A g a in s t  the  o b s c u r i ty  of re l ig io u s  dogm a he  p i tc h e s  th e  c l a r i t y  of th e
72. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 42 5.
73. I b id . ,  p . 105, F a b l e s , V, 3, 11. 24 - 25.
74. P e l l i s s o n ,  F . P . ,  e t  d 'O l iv e t ,  Op. C i t . ,  t . E ,  pp. 303 -3 0 6 .
230
m o r a l  la w s  of n a t u r e ,  f o r  h is  s e l f - s u r r e n d e r  to  th e  l a t t e r  h a s  n o th in g  
ty r a n n ic a l  o r  d o g m a tic  about i t .  F o r  h im ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  the  e s s e n c e  of 
v o lu p té  is  a d a p ta t io n  to  n a tu r e ,  to  h e r  s im p l ic i ty  an d  h e r  h a r m o n y .
M an b e lo n g s  in  n a tu r e ,  even  though  he s o m e t im e s  f in d s  i t  b e l i t t l in g  
to  a d m i t  th e  f a c t .  In  h is  r e c k l e s s  a t t e m p ts  to im p r o v e  upon h e r  b y  
a r t i f i c i a l i t i e s ,  h e  h a s  lo s t  h e r  t r a c k  an d  h a r d ly  r e c o g n iz e s  h e r  in  h i m ­
s e l f .  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  e th ic s  of vo lu p té  t h e r e f o r e  u r g e s  m a n  to  fo llow  
n a tu r e .  She is  a  sw ee t  guide, though no m o r e  sw e e t  th a n  she is  p r u ­
d en t an d  j u s t .  We can n o t fa i l  if  we fo llow  h e r ,  and  the  m o r e  s im p ly
we fo llow  h e r  th e  b e t t e r  fo r  o u r  in n e r  p e a c e .  "V o lu p té " ,  f o r  o u r  p o e t  
i s ,  c o n t r a r y  to  w ha t so m e  c r i t i c s  b e l ie v e ,  no t an  u n b ro k e n  s u c c e s s io n  
of d r in k in g  p a r t i e s  an d  r e v e l r i e s ,  n o t s e x u a l  o rg y ;  a l th o u g h  h e  h a d  h i s  
f a i r  s h a r e  of l e g i t im a te  p l e a s u r e s ,  h e  was, a s  c o n f i rm e d  b y  d 'O l iv e t ,  
n e v e r  a  p ro f l ig a te ,  f o r  th is  w ould  be c o n t r a r y  to  th e  e th ic s  o f * " v o lu p té " .  
T h e  l a t t e r  i s  t h e r e f o r e  s o b e r  r e a s o n in g ,  r e t r e a t i n g  o c c a s io n a l ly  in to  th e  
d e l ig h ts  of s o l i tu d e ,  . s e a rc h in g  out th e  g ro u n d  of e v e r y  ch o ice  of a m u s e ­
m e n t  an d  av o id in g  o r  b a n ish in g  th o s e  b e l ie f s  and  u s a g e s  th ro u g h  w h ich  
th e  g r e a t e s t  tu m u l t  i s  l ik e ly  to  ta k e  p o s s e s s io n  of o n e 's  p e a c e  of m in d .
In  o th e r  w o r d s ,  "v o lu p té "  i s  s e l f - m a s t e r y  an d  s e l f - e n jo y m e n t  :
L a  v e r i t a b l e  g r a n d e u r . . . .  e s t  de r e g n e r  s u r  s o i - m e m e ,  
e t  le  v e r i t a b l e  p l a i s i r ,  de jo u i r  de so i .  C e la  se  t ro u v e
en  la  so l i tu d e ,  e t ne se t ro u v e  g u e re  a u t r e  p a r t .
T h e  p r in c ip le  of " p e r s o n a l  c o n v en ien ce  f i r s t "  i s  th e  fo cu s  a ro u n d  w h ic h
L a  F o n ta in e  s e e k s  to  c o n s t r u c t  a  th e o r y  of m o r a l i t y  w h ich  w ou ld  e x p la in
e m p i r i c a l l y  h i s  a t t i tu d e  to  so c ia l  o b l ig a t io n s .  W hen, h o w e v e r ,  th i s  s y s ­
te m  i s  s u b je c te d  to  a r ig o r o u s  s c r u t in y ,  i t  i s  found to  h av e  so m e  f la w s ,  
f o r  an  e th ic s  w h ich  m a k e s  " s e l f - c o n v e n ie n c e "  th e  c e n t r e  of a l l  a c t i o n s ,  
i s  no th ing  s h o r t  of e g p ism .  F o llo w in g  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a d o p t io n  of . th i s  
te n d en c y ,  i s  i t  any  w o n d e r  th a t  h e  su c c e e d e d  a s  a  p oe t b u t  f a i l e d  a s  a  
h u sb an d ,  a  f a th e r  and  a  c iv i l  s e r v a n t?  V iew ed  in  th i s  l ig h t ,  " v o lu p té "  
b e c o m e s  a  lo g ic a l  o u tco m e  of the  p o e t 's  a c c e p ta n c e  of e g o is m  a s  th e  
law  of n a tu r e .  A t th e  s am e  t im e ,  th is  co n ce p t  of vo lu p té  h a s  i t s  p o s i ­
t iv e  and  m o r e  i n t e r e s t i n g  s id e .  I t  i s  an  a r t  of u s in g  p l e a s u r e s  w ith  d i s ­
c r e t io n  an d  d e l ic a c y .  A s  an u n d is tu rb e d  e n jo y m e n t  of th e  s im p le  p l e a -
75 .  L a  F o n t a in e ,  Op.  C i t . , p. 4 33 .
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s u r e s  of l i f e ,  d e r iv e d  f r o m  re a d in g ,  m u s i c ,  s p o r t s ,  love  a n d  s o l i tu d e ,
7 /
it e x c lu d e s  th e  a b n e g a t io n  of p l e a s u r e s  a s  p r e s c r i b e d  by  P a t r u .  It 
is  b a s e d  on th e  co n v ic t io n  th a t  one c an  be a t  one and  th e  s a m e  t im e  an  
e p ic u r e a n  an d  a good and  r e s p e c ta b le  c i t i z e n .  If th e  l a t e r  id ea  i s  
a c c e p te d ,  th a t  i s ,  if  th é  a c t io n  of n a tu r e ,  d i r e c t e d  b y  P r o v id e n c e ,  i s  
s e e n  in  th e  d e s i r e  fo r  th e s e  s im p le  jo y s  of l i fe ,  th e n  m o r a l i t y  is  r e ­
c o n c i le d  w ith  th e  e th ic s  of "v o lu p té " .  A s  a r e a s o n e d  c h o ice  of p l e a s u r e ^  
a s  a  r e f in e m e n t  in  t a s t e ,  w hose  d is t in g u is h in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  i s  o n e 's  
a t t i tu d e  to ,  r a t h e r  th a n  the  q u an t i ty  of p l e a s u r e ,  "v o lu p té "  is  b e y o n d  
the  r e a c h  of th e  v u lg a r  o r  the  in te l le c tu a l ly  u n c u l tu re d  p e r s o n ,  f o r  
p le a s u r e  b e in g  e s s e n t i a l l y  s u b je c t iv e ,  d e p en d s  m o r e  on the  m e n ta l  d i s ­
pos it ion  th a n  on the  a c c u m u la t io n  of a m u s e m e n t s .  T h is  d i s p o s i t io n  i n ­
c lu d e s  m e n ta l  l i b e r t y  w hich  p r o te c t s  one f r o m  fa l l in g  a  p r e y  to  p o p u la r  
p r e ju d ic e s ;  i t  in c lu d e s  im a g in a t iv e  in s ig h t  an d  c r i t i c a l  ju d g e m e n t .
F in a l ly ,  i t  in c lu d e s  th e  p o s s e s s s i o n  of th e  s o r t  of t e m p e r a m e n t  th a t  i s  
bo th  s e r io u s  a n d  c o n g e n ia l .  By a d m it t in g  p l e a s u r e s  w h ich  s a t i s f y  n a tu r e  
w ithou t c o n f l ic t in g  w ith  r e a s o n ,  i t  r e c o n c i l e s  p le a s u r e  w ith  v i r t u e ,  f o r  
only  a  so u l  in  h a r m o n y  w ith  i t s e l f  c a n  be  w h o lly  good. A s  an  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  co n ce p t ,  "v o lu p té "  i s  founded  upon  a n  u n flinch ing  co n f id en ce  in  th e  
bo u n ty  of n a tu r e  a n d  in  h e r  r e a d in e s s  to  f u r n i s h  m a n  w ith  th o s e  p l e a s u r e s  
n e e d e d  to  m a k e  liv in g  w o r th  w h ile ,  h e n ce  th e  p o e t 's  e n th u s ia s t i c  c a l l  
f o r  th e  r e ig n  of "v o lu p té " ,  th a t  i s  vo lu p té  in  the  w ay  h e  d e f in e s  i t  in  
th e  p re c e d in g  pag 'es .
V ie n s  donc; e t de ce  b ien ,  ô douce  V o lu p té ,
V e u x - tu  s a v o i r  au  v r a i  l a  m e s u r e  c e r t a in e ?
I l  m 'e n  fau t  to u t  au  m o in s  un s ie c le  b ie n  c o m p te ;
C a r  t r e n t e  a n s ,  ce n ' e s t  p a s  l a  p e in e .  ??
T h e  id e a  of " v o lu p té " ,  so  d e a r  to  L a  F o n ta in e ,  i n s p i r e d  in  h im  one of 
the  f in e s t  p ie c e s  of p o e t r y  to w hich  th e  n a r r a t i v e  of P s y c h é  ow es  m u c h  
of i t s  p o p u la r i t y .
S i tu a te d  m id - w a y  b e tw ee n  the  s e r io u s  and  th e  c o m ic ,  P s y c h e  
is  e s s e n t i a l l y  a m y th ,  w hose  v e r y  U nreality  r e n d e r s  i t  in o f fe n s iv e .  I t s  
im p o r ta n c e  in  th e  l i t e r a r y  evo lu tion  of L a  F o n ta in e  l i e s  in  i t s  s y n t h e s i ­
z ing  ro le  an d  i t s  p la c e  a s  the  c u lm in a t in g  p o in t of th e  p o e t 's  a r t i s t i c
7 6. B au d o t de J u i l ly ,  O p. C i t . ,  p . 163,
77. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 453.
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fo r m a t io n .  xvemini s ce n e  e s  of h is  e a r l i e s t  known w o rk , T. 'E u n u q u e , a r e
n o t ic e a b le  in  the  d eb a te  b e tw een  A r i s t e  an d  G e la s te  on the  r e l a t iv e
78m e r i t s  of a t r a g e d y  and  a co m ed y .  T e r e n c e ,  a l r e a d y  p r e s e n t  in  the
f o r e w o r d  to  th e  N o u v e l le s  en  v e r s ,  th e n  in  the  p r e f a c e  to  th e  sec o n d
v o lu m e  of t a l e s ,  i s  no t only  c i te d  in  the  p r e f a c e  to  the  F a b le s  (1668),
bu t g iven  a  d e f in i te  p la ce  h e r e  in  P s y c h é , a s  a  m a s t e r  o r  a  m o d e l  of
the  a r t  of e x c i t in g  la u g h te r  in  a  f a sh io n a b le  a u d ie n c e .
V ous s a v e z  co m b ie n  nous  a v o n s  r i  en  l i s a n t  T é r e n c e ,
e t c o m b ie n  je  r i s  en  voyan t l e s  I t a l i e n s  : je  l a i s s e
a l a  p o r te  m a  r a i s o n  e t m o n  a r g e n t ,  e t  j e  r i s  a p r è s  
to u t  m o n  so û l .79
A d o n is ,  to o ,  i s  r e c a l l e d  in  P s y c h é . A lthough  th e  l a t t e r  i s  c o m p o se d  
m a in ly  in  p r o s e ,  i t  r e l a t e s  w o n d e rfu l  e x p lo i ts ,  su ch  a s  th e  love  b e tw e e n  
m e n  an d  go d s ,  the  a l t e r n a t io n  of jo y  and  s o r r o w ,  w hich  a r e  am o n g  th e  
d is t in g u is h in g  f e a t u r e s  of the  h e r o ic  p o em  of A d o n is . B ut m o ^ e  th a n  
an y  o th e r  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  w o rk  d i s c u s s e d  so f a r .  P s y c h é  i s  a  c o n ­
t in u a t io n  in  a  m o d if ie d  f o r m  of th e  e a r l y  C o n tes  an d  F a b l e s . T h e  P r e ­
fa c e  d e s c r i b e s  i t  a s  "une fab le  c o n tée  en  p r o s e " .  In d eed  th e  poet 
s im u l ta n e o u s ly  r e f e r s  to  i t  a s  a con te  and  a  f a b l e . H e s p e a k s  of
Un con te  co m m e  c e lu i - c i ,  qg^ e s t  p le in  de 
m e r v e i l l e u x ,  a la  v é r i t é . . . .
th e n  he  a l lu d e s  to
le  p l a i s i r  que doit d o n n e r  c e t te  fa b le  a ceu x  qui 
la  l i s e n t . . . .  ^^
T h e s e  r e f e r e n c e s  u n d e r l in e  the  d u a l  a f f i l ia t io n  of P s y c h é  to  bo th  th e  
C o n tes  and  th e  F a b l e s , an  a f f i l ia t io n  w h ich  e n a b le s  th e  p oe t to  d e fe n d  
th e  w o rk  on th e  b a s i s  of the  s a m e  " a r t  d ' a g r e e r "  d e f in ed  in  th e  s e c o n d  
v o lu m e  of t a l e s  in  1666 and  in  th e  p re fa c e  to  th e  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of 
f a b le s  in  1668. T h e  two g e n re s  of C onte  and  F  ab le  t h e r e f o r e  m e e t  and  
r e c o n c i le  t h e m s e lv e s  in  P s y c h é . B u t w hile  th e  con te  g a in s  in  in n o c e n c e  
the  fa b le  l o s e s  s o m e th in g  of i ts  m o r a l  u t i l i t y  to  th e  q u e s t  f o r  am use-^ ' v- 
m e n t  and  in te l ie  c t u a l i s m .
A s  a  con te  , P s y c h e  m a r k s  a n  in te l l e c tu a l  g row th  by  b e in g  an  
im p r o v e m e n t  on th e  s i tu a t io n  in L a  F ia n c e e  du r o i  de G a r b e . • T he  s tu b ­
b o r n  c o n ju g a l  f id e l i ty  of P s y c h e  c o n t r a s t s  w ith  A l a c i e l ' s  e x t r a v a g a n t
78 L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  pp. 423 - 426.
79. I b id . ,  p. 424.
80. I b i d . ,  pp. 404 - 405.
81. I b id . ,  pp. 404 - 405.
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d i s t r ib u t io n  of h e r  f a v o u r s .  B ut if  P s y c h é  is  a f u r t h e r  d e v e lo p m e n t  
of th e  Q o n te s , i t  i s  ev en  m o r e  so w ith  r e g a r d  to the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  
of f a b le s .  T h is  c an  be s ee n  f r o m  the  c e n t r a l  p o s i t io n  w h ich  it o c c u p ie s  
in  the  h i e r a r c h y  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  p u b l ish e d  w o r k s .  T h e  s y m m e t r i c a l
/  i
p o s i t io n  of L a  F i a n c e e  du r o i  de G a rb e  a t  the  end of P a r t  II of the  
t a l e s  (a t l e a s t  in  th e  1666 ed ition ) an d  th e  p o s i t io n in g  of the  fa b le  of 
L a  je u n e  veuve  (VI, 21) a t  the  end  of the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  s u g ­
g e s t  a  p a r a l l e l i s m  b e tw e e n  the  two c h a r a c t e r s  of the  con te  an d  the  
fa b le  an d  th e  h e r o in e  of P s y c h é . T he  l a t t e r  is  s i tu a te d  m id - w a y  b e t ­
w een  A la c ie l  of the  co n te  an d  the  young widow of the  fab le  . B u t she  
s u r p a s s e s  bo th  of th e m  by  h e r  a d m i r a b le  p e r s e v e r a n c e  in  love  and  c o n ­
ju g a l  f id e l i ty .  H e r  e a r l i e r  c o u n te r p a r t s  a r e  s im p le  m o r t a l s  w h o se
w e a k n e s s e s  a m u s e  o u r  po e t,  w hile  h e r  t r iu m p h  m e r i t s  h e r  e le v a t io n  to
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th e  s ta tu s  of a  g o d d e s s .  W hen the  n a iv e ty  of A la c ie l  a n d  the  young 
w idow  i s  m a tc h e d  a g a in s t  P s y c h é ' s  in g en u ity  and  c r i t i c a l  ju d g e m e n t ,  
th e  r e a d e r  p e r c e i v e s  a d e f in i te  change  in  the  m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e  of the  p o e t ,  
a  w e l l - m a r k e d  im p r o v e m e n t  o v e r  the  m o r a l s  of b o th  th e  con te  and  th e  
f a b le .  T h u s ,  w h ile  c e le b r a t in g  the  o m n ip o ten ce  of lo v e .  P s y c h é , l ik e  
th e  fab le  th a t  i t  i s ,  i m p a r t s  a m o r e  m a t u r e ,  m o r e  d ig n if ied  m o r a l  l e s ­
son . I t  t e a c h e s  th e  a e s th e t ic s  of t r u e  love , a  love  th a t  i s  r e a d y  to  go 
to  a n y  len g th  to  p r e s e r v e  i t s  f id e l i ty .  C e r ta in ly ,  L a  F o n ta in e 's  m o r a l  
th in k in g  on love  h a s  a s s u m e d  an  in te l le c tu a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  c o m p a r e d  w ith  
th e  s e n s u a l  l i b e r t i n i s m  of th e  C o n te s . T h u s  w ith  P s y c h e ,  he e x ten d s  
an d  e l a b o r a t e s  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  scope  of th e  t e r m  f a b le , in  c o n t in u a t io n  of 
w ha t we saw  in  the  l a s t  c h a p te r .  F r o m  a  s im p le ,  d ry ,  w h o lly  m o r a l  
a n e c d o te ,  a  fa b le  b e c o m e s  a  d e l ib e r a t e ly  a m p l i f ie d  an d  in g e n u o u s ly  to ld  
s to r y ,  d e s t in e d  to  s t im u la te  p le a s u r e  a s  w e ll  a s  i m p a r t  a  l e s s o n .  A t 
th e  s a m e  t im e ,  lo v e  c e a s e s  to  be m e r e  p h y s ic a l  p l e a s u r e  o r  a  s e x u a l  
co n f l ic t  in  w hich  the  m a in  w eapons  on e i th e r  s id e  a r e  d e c e i t ,  in t r ig u e  
an d  in f id e l i ty ,  an d  b e c o m e s  a t e s t  o f e n d u ra n c e  an d  fa i th  in  the  o b je c t  
cf lo v e .
In th i s  s e n s e .  P s y c h é  r e p r e s e n t s  an  id e a l  s y n th e s i s  of L a  F o n ­
t a i n e 's  im a g in a r y  u n iv e r s e .  It i s  a  w o rk  of t r a n s i t i o n  to  fu ll  m a tu r i t y ,  
c o m p le x  in  s t r u c t u r e  and  d e l ib e r a t e ly  a m b ig u o u s  in  to n e .  B ut i t  ow es 
i t s  m o s t  su b t le  c h a r m  to the  in c u r s io n  w hich  the  poe t m a k e s  in to  the
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e th ic s  of v o lu p té ,  and  to  h is  p e n e t r a t in g  a n a ly s i s  of the  p a s s io n s  in  
the  f e m a le  m in d .  He p o r t r a y s  the  in n e r  p sy c h o lo g y  of the  l a t t e r  w ith  
an  a m u s in g  sy m p a th y  fo r  i t s  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s ,  i t s  e x c e s s e s ,  w e a k n e s s e s ,  
c r u e l t i e s  a n d  h u m a n  t e n d e r n e s s ,  a n d  in  doing  so  p e r f e c t s  the  a r t  of 
b len d in g  th e  c o m ic  w ith  the  p a th e t ic ,  the  f r iv o lo u s  w ith  the  s e r i o u s ,  
w ithou t be in g  in c o n g ru o u s .  T he  w o rk  a l s o  r e f l e c t s  an  in te l l e c tu a l  a d ­
v a n c e  f r o m  i t s  twin co m p o s i t io n ,  A d o n is . In  the  l a t t e r ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  
V en u s ,  though  a g o d d e ss ,  cou ld  n e i th e r  e s c a p e  the  f a ta l i ty  of love  n o r  
s av e  m o r t a l  A d o n is  f r o m  a v io le n t  d ea th .
M a lh e u r e u s e  V e n u s . . . ,
V a n te - to i  m a in te n a n t  du p o u v o ir  de t e s  c h a r m e s :
I l s  n 'o n t  pu  du t r é p a s  e x e m p te r  t e s  a m o u r s ;
T u  v o is  q u ' i l s  n 'o n t  pu m e m e  en p r o lo n g e r  l e s  j o u r s .
B ut P s y c h é ,  a  m e r e  m o r t a l ,  d e sc e n d s  to  th e  dead  f r o m  w h e re  V en u s
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h e r s e l f  i s  e x c lu d e d  by  r e a s o n  of h e r  im m o r t a l i t y .  P s y c h é  i s  r e c e i v e d  
am o n g  the gods of the  dead  and  r e t u r n s  t r iu m p h a n t ,  th u s  s e c u r in g  a  
fa v o u r  w hich  V en u s  cou ld  not o b ta in  f o r  h e r  b e lo v ed  A d o n is .  V iew ed  
f r o m  th i s  a n g le .  P s y c h e  is  a  p r o je c t io n  of L a  F o n t a i n e 's  h u m a n is t  f a i th  
in  the  fu tu r e  of the  h u m a n  s p i r i t .  It i s  a  m y th ic a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of 
the  d e s t in y  of th e  sou l,  n o u r i s h e d  b y  P la to n ic  i d e a l i s m .  W h e re a s  
A d o n is  s y m b o l i s e s  you thfu l, e x u b e ra n c e  and  im m a tu r i t y ,  w ith  i t s  p a s s io n s ,  
i t s  u n g o v e rn a b le  o u tb u r s t s  of e m o tio n  and im p u ls e s .  P s y c h e  r e p r e s e n t s  
a  m a r c h  to w a r d s  m a t u r i t y  w ith  the  a cc o m p a n y in g  m e n ta l  c o g i ta t io n  a n d  
c r i s i s  of c o n s c ie n c e .  T he  u l t im a te  v ic to r y  of the  h e r o i n e 's  p e r s e v e r a n c e
■V
and  f id e l i ty  o v e r  d e s p a i r  and  d ea th  a n t ic ip a te s  the  s i tu a t io n  in  th e  P o e m e  
de la  c a p t iv i t é  de S a in t -M a le  in  w hich  C h r i s t i a n  h e r o i s m  w il l  t r i u m p h  
o v e r  h u m a n  w e a k n e s s  and  the  p o w er  of ev i l .  T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  p o e m  i s ,  
a s  we s h a l l  s ee  in  th e  nex t c h a p te r ,  one of th o se  s u r p r i s i n g  c o n t r a s t s  
in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l le c tu a l  ev o lu tio n ,  f o r  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  a  
su d d en  sw itch  f r o m  the  e ro t ic  s e n s ib i l i ty  of the  love  e le g ie s  to  s to ic  
i d e a l i s m ,  s y m b o l iz e d  in  S a in t - M a le 's  h e r o i s m .
82.  L a  F o n t a in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 367,  A d o n i s  , 11. 57 5 -  578 .
235
2. I n te r lu d e  of S to ic  Id e a l i s m  - L e  P o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t - M a lc
L e s  A m o u r s  de P s y c h e  et de Cupidon i s  the  f i r s t  of the  s e r i e s  
of love  e p is o d e s  p u b l is h e d  in  s u c c e s s io n  a f t e r  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of 
f a b le s .  It is  fo l lo w ed  by  the  a lm o s t  s im u l ta n e o u s  p u b l ic a t io n  in  J a n u a r y  
a n d  M a r c h ,  1671, r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  of C lym ene  and  th e  E le g ie s  p o u r  C ly -  
m e n e  . T h e  l a t t e r  a p p e a r e d  a s  p a r t  of the  h e te r o g e n e o u s  c o l le c t io n  e n ­
t i t le d  F a b le s  n o u v e l le s  e t a u t r e s  p o e s ie s  and  i t  t r e a t s  in  s o m b r e  a c c e n t s  
the  s a m e  " A m o u r"  t h a t  w as  c e l e b r a t e d  in  a  gay  a n d  p le a s a n t  m o o d  in  
C ly m e n e  . T h is  s u c c e s s io n  of e r o t i c  p ie c e s  w as  su d d en ly  i n t e r r u p t e d  
by  th e  p u b l ic a t io n  in  1673 of the  P o è m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t - M a lc ,. 
an  ed ify in g  p o e m  of abou t five  h u n d re d  and f if ty  l in e s  \  b a s e d  on the  
C h r i s t i a n  th e m e  of c h a s t i ty .
T h i s  u n e x p e c te d  sw itch  f r o m  e r o t i c  to  r e l ig io u s  p o e t r y  i s  so
s t r ik in g  a s  to  r e q u i r e  an  e x p lan a t io n .  M any  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  c r i t i c s ,
such  a s  S a in te -B e u v e ,  have  w o n d e re d  a t  th e  p o e t 's  sudden  ch ange  of
t a s t e .  T h e  l a t e r  c r i t i c  d e c l a r e s  :
O n  se  d e m a n d e  ce qui a  pu l ' a m e n e r  a  r i m e r  c e t te
h i s t o r i e t t e  s a c r e e  d 'a p r e s  S a in t - J e r o m e  e t  to u t  en  
l 'h o n n e u r  d ^  l a  v i r g in i t é .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  n 'é t a i t  pas  
c h a s te .  . . .
T h e  ch an g e  is  ev en  m o r e  s u r p r i s in g  w hen  i t  i s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  th e  p o e m  
w as  fo l lo w ed  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  by  the  p u b l ic a t io n  in  1674 of th e  m o s t  l i c e n ­
t io u s  t a l e s  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  e v e r  d a r e d  to  w r i t e ,  n a m e ly .  P a r t  III of 
the  C o n te s . How th e n  can  one a c c o u n t  f o r  th e  a p p e a r a n c e  of th e  p o e m  
of S a in t -M a lc  a t  th i s  po in t in  t im e ?  C an  th e  tw is t  in  m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e  
be e x p la in e d  aw ay  by  the  p o e t 's  q u a l i ty  of " P a p i l lo n  de P a r n a s s e " ?  
C e r ta in ly  no t,  f o r  o u r  p o e t 's  f l igh t p a t t e r n  cou ld  h av e  b e e n  u n t i l  now  p r e ­
d ic te d  w ith  a  f a i r  d e g re e  of a c c u r a c y .  He u s u a l ly  f l i e s  " d e  f l e u r  e n  
f l e u r " ,  no t "de  f l e u r  en  a u b é p in e " .  T h is  s u g g e s t s  th a t  t h e r e  m u s t  h a v e  
b e en  so m e  m o r e  p e r s o n a l ,  m o r e  p r a g m a t ic  o r  s t r a t e g i c  r e a s o n  f o r  h i s  
a c t io n .  In  o u r  a t te m p t  to  d e te r m in e  the  m a j o r  in f lu e n c e s  b eh in d  h is
th o u g h ts  and  a c t io n s  we u s u a l ly  t u r n  to  the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of h is  m i l i e u ,
in c lu d in g ' th e  p h ilo so p h y  of life  ad o p ted  by  h is  c l o s e s t  a s s o c i a t e s  a t  an y  
given  t i m e .  B u t the  c i r c l e  w h ich  he  w as  f r e q u e n t in g  a t  th e  t im e  he  
c o m p o s e d  the  p o em  of S a in t -M a lc ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  of M m e .  de L a  S a b l iè re ^
w as  by no m e a n s  one th a t  can  be d e s c r ib e d  a s  r e l ig io u s ,  a s  we s h a l l_____
83. S a in te -B e u v e ,  C . A . ,  P o r t - R o y a l ,  P a r i s ,  (H ach e tte ) ,  1878, t . V ,  p . 2 3 .
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see  l a t e r .  It w a s  w o r ld ly ,  m o r e  in te l le c tu a l  th a n  d ev o u t.  M m e . de 
L a  S a b l i è r e  h e r s e l f  did  not ta k e  to  devou t l i fe  u n t i l  a ro u n d  1688. T h u s  . 
h e r  in f lu en ce  cou ld  no t have  b e e n  b eh in d  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  ch o ice  of m a r i ­
t a l  c h a s t i t y  a s  a  l i t e r a r y  th e m e .  A n o th e r  l ik e ly  s o u rc e  of in f lu en ce  
w ould  be P o r t - R o y a l .  R e g n ie r  th in k s  the  poe t w as  jSerSuade^  ^ in to  
w r i t in g  the  p o e m  by  h is  f r i e n d s  of P o r t - R o y a l .
C 'e s t  a  l ' i n s t ig a t io n ,  a l a  r e q u ê te  d e s  s o l i t a i r e s
de P o r t - R o y a l  que L a  F o n ta in e  c o m p o sa  ce  po èm e  
t i r é  d 'u n e  l e t t r e  de S a in t - j é r c m e ,  t r a d u i t e  p a r  
A r n a u ld  d 'A n d il ly .
B u t,  a l though  L a  F o n ta in e  w as f r i e n d ly  w ith  the  s o l i t a r i e s  of P o r t - R o y a l ,  
an d  h a d  in f a c t  c o l la b o r a te d  w ith  th e m  in  e d it in g  and  p u b l ish in g  the  
R e c u e i l  d e s  p o e s ie s  c h ré t ie n n e s  d: d i v e r s e s  (1671), h e  w as  by  no m e a n s
o b lig ed  to  s u r r e n d e r  h im s e l f  to  t h e i r  in d o c t r in a t io n .  H e h a d  a l r e a d y
d e m o n s t r a t e d  th i s  f a c t  by  h i s  a t t i tu d e  to  th e  O r a t o r y .  C e r ta if t ly ,  he  
b o r r o w e d  th e  e p iso d e  of the  p o em  f r o m  h i s  J a n s e n i s t  f r i e n d s ,  a s  we 
s h a l l  s h o r t ly  s e e ,  bu t  th a t  does  not m e a n  th a t  th e y  w e re  b eh in d  h i s  
change  to  r e l ig io u s  p o e t ry .  T he  d e c is io n  to  u n d e r ta k e  the  l a t t e r  w as  
c e r t a in l y  m a d e  b e f o r e  the  p o e t 's  s e a r c h  f o r  a  s u i ta b le  th e m e .  T h e r e  i s  
a  w o r ld  of d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw ee n  the  a c tu a l  d e c is io n  to  c a r r y  out a p r o j e c t  
and  th e  s e a r c h  f o r  the  m e a n s  of r e a l i z in g  o r  a c c o m p l is h in g  i t .  A s s u m in g  
th a t  th e  o v e r r id in g  m o t iv e  b e h in a  the  c o m p o s i t io n  of th is  p o e m  w as  th e  
r e q u e s t  by  A r n a u ld  d 'A n d il ly ,  a s  s u g g e s te d  b y  R é g n ie r ,  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  
s t i l l  q u ite  f r e e  to  d e c l in e  i t ,  and  w ould  c e r t a in l y  h a v e  done so , if th e  
g ra n t in g  of th e  r e q u e s t  d id  no t c o n fo rm  to  a  p r o j e c t  he a l r e a d y  h a d  in  
m in d .
O ne i s  th e n  le f t  w ith  one p o s s ib i l i ty  of f ix in g  th e  m o t iv e  b e h in d  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  d e c i s io n  to  s q u e e z e  in  a n  ed ify ing  p o e m  b e tw e e n  a l in e  of 
e r o t i c  an d  l i c e n t io u s  c o m p o s i t io n s .  T h e  c lue  to  th e  r id d le  s e e m s  to 
l ie  m o r e  in  the  p o s i t io n  and  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of the  p e r s o n a g e  fo r  w hom  
th e  p ie c e  w as  in te n d e d ,  n a m e ly ,  E m m a n u e l - T h e o d o s e  de L a  T o u r .  
C a r d in a l  de B o u il lo n  and  G ran d  A u m ô n ie r  de F r a n c e .  T h e  l a t t e r  w as  
the  y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r  of the  p o e t 's  e a r l i e s t  b e n e f a c to r ,  th e  due de 
B o u il lo n .  A s  a  h igh  C h u rc h  d ig n i ta ry ,  in  an  age  w hen  S ta te  and  C h u rc h  
a u th o r i t i e s  w e r e  v i r t u a l ly  sy n o n y m o u s , h is  p a t ro n a g e  w ould  not be an
84. R e g n ie r ,  A . D . ,  O p. C i t . , t .V I ,  p. 274.
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u n p ro f i ta b le  one to  s e c u r e .  In fa c t ,  th e  c a r d in a l  w as  a l r e a d y  q u ite  
w e ll  and  c h a r i t a b l y  d i s p o s e d  to w a rd s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  fo llow ing  the  
l a t t e r  s a t t a c h m e n t  to th e  due and  th e  d u c h e s s e  de B o u il lo n .  It w a s  
only  n a tu r a l ,  th e re fo re ,^  th a t  the  poet shou ld  show h is  a p p r e c ia t io n  of 
th is  k in d  g e s tu r e  a s  w e l l  a s  c e m e n t  the  f r ie n d s h ip  b y  d e d ic a t in g  a  
l i t e r a r y  w o rk  to  th e  c a r d in a l .  But i t  w as  no t j u s t  an y  poem  o r  a n y
s t o r y  th a t  cou ld  be a p p r o p r ia t e  to  the  s i tu a t io n ,  f o r  the  p r e l a t e  w as
n o te d  fo r  h is  "m o e u rs  s i  p u r e s . . . . "  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  s e a r c h in g  
fo r  a  th e m e  th a t  w ould  c o n fo rm  to  the  d ig n ity  of h is  p a t r o n 's  c l e r i c a l  
o ff ice ,  w hen a  f o r tu i to u s  ch an ce  b ro u g h t  in  the  r e q u e s t  to  c o m p o se  a 
r e l ig io u s  p o em  f r o m  a m e m b e r  of th e  P o r t - R o y a l  B ro th e rh o o d .  
N a tu r a l ly ,  he  w a s  q u ick  to  s e iz e  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty .  I t  w as  th is  a w a r e ­
n e s s  of w ha t w ould  n o r m a l ly  a p p ea l  to  the  in d iv id u a l  w hose  p a t ro n a g e  
he w as  e a g e r  to  c o n so l id a te ,  r a t h e r  th a n  h is  own p e r s o n a l  c o n v ic t io n  
of «the v i r t u e  of c h a s t i ty ,  th a t  in f lu en c ed  h is  ch o ice  of th e m e  an d  h i s  
co n se q u e n t  sw i tc h  f r o m  e r o t i c  to ed ify ing  p o e t r y  a t  th i s  t im e .  In  the  
e p i s t l e  d e d ic a t in g  the  p ie ce  to  the  c a r d in a l ,  the  poe t c l e a r l y  d e f in e s  
h is  in te n t io n s  ;
T o u t  ce  qui p o r te  le  c a r a c t è r e  de p ie te  e s t  a u p r è s
de v ous  d 'u n e  r e c o m m e n d a t io n  t r o p  p u i s s a n t e . . . .
J e  v o u d r a i s  que c e t  id y l le ,  o u tre  l a  s a in te té  du su je t ,  
ne v o u s  p a r û t  e n t i è r e m e n t  denue d e s  b e a u té s  de la  
p o e s ie .
C le a r l y  the  e m p h a s i s  i s  la id  on th e  s a n c t i ty  of the  th e m e .
T h i s  th e m e ,  a s  h a s  b e en  m e n t io n e d  e a r l i e r  on, w a s  ta k e n  f r o m
th e  w r i t in g s  of a P o r t - R o y a l  f r i e n d  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  A rn a u ld  d 'A n d il ly .
In h i s  V ie s  d e s  s a in t s  P e r e s  du d e s e r t  (1647 - 1653), the  J a n s e n i s t
p r i e s t  q u o te s  a  t r a n s l a t e d  v e r s io n  of S t. J e r o m e ' s  l e t t e r ,  n a r r a t i n g  the
ep iso d e  of S a in t - M a lc .
J e r o m e  en  e s t  té m o in ,  ce g ra n d  s a in t  dont l a  p lu m e  
D es  f a i t s  du D ieu  v iv an t  exp liq u a  le  v o lu m e .
Il  v i t  M a le ,  i l  a p p r i t  c e s  m e r v e i l l e s  de lu i;
E t  m e s  l é g e r s  a c c o r d s  le s  c h an ten t  a u jo u rd 'h u i .
Q ui v o u d ra  l e s  s a v o i r  d 'une  bouche  p lu s  d igne  
L i s e  ch ez  d 'A n d il ly  c e t te  a v e n tu re  in s ig n e .
85. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p . 368, P o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t -M a lc
(D é d ic ac e ) .
86. I b i d . , p. 368.
87. Ib id . ,  p. 372, 11. 524 -529 .
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T h e  poem  is  c o m p o se d  on the  p a t t e r n  of A donis. B u t in  p la ce  of the  
p ag an  v a lo u r  of the  l a t t e r ,  the  poe t s u b s t i tu te s  th e  C h r is t ia n  h e r o i s m  
of the  f o r m e r ,  th a t  i s ,  s h e e r  h e r o ic  v a lo u r  is  r e p la c e d  w ith  u n c o n ­
q u e ra b le  p ie ty .  I
T h e  w o rk  ow es i t s  m o s t  b e a u t i fu l  an d  s u b l im e  v e r s e s  to  L a  
F o n ta in e 's  s k i l fu l  m a n ip u la t io n  of p o e tic  e x p r e s s io n  in  6 .vour of the  
C a th o l ic  o r th o d o x y .  T he  cu lt of th e  " B l e s s e d  V i r g in "  a s  the  p r o t e c ­
t r e s s  of the  p u re  an d  th e  c h a s te  a t  h e a r t ,  a  cu lt  v e r y  m u c h  c h e r i s h e d  
b y  P o r t - R o y a l ,  i s  p r e s e n t  th ro u g h o u t the  p o e m . T h e  poe t opens  th e  
p ie c e  w ith  a  s o le m n  in v o c a t io n  to  th e  Q u een  of V i r g in s  f o r  th e  n e c e s s a r y  
i n s p i r a t i o n  in  th e  o b v io u s ly  d iff icu lt  t a s k  of w r i t in g  an  ed ify ing  p o e t r y  
w h ich , a s  we a l l  know , i s  o u ts id e  h i s  s p e c ia l i ty .
R e in e  d e s  e s p r i t s  p u r s ,  p r o t e c t r i c e  p u i s s a n te ,  *
Q ui des  dons de to n s  f i l s  r e n d s  l ' â m e  jo u i s s a n te .
E t  de q u i la  f a v e u r  se  fa i t  à  to u s  s e n t i r .
P r o c u r a n t  l ' in n o c e n c e ,  ou b ie n  le  r e p e n t i r .
M e r e  d e s  b ie n h e u re u x .  V ie rg e  enfin , je  t ' i m p l o r e .
F a i s  que d an s  m e s  c h an so n s  a u jo u r d 'h u i  j e  t 'h o n o re ;
B a n n i s - e n  c e s  v a in s  t r a i t s ,  c r i m in e l l e s  d o u c e u r s  
Que j ' a l l a i s  m e n d ie r  ja d is  chez  le s  n eu f  S o e u r s .
D an s  ce n o u v eau  t r a v a i l  m o n  but e s t  de te  p l a i r e .
It i s  s ig n i f ic a n t  th a t ,  no t by  a c c id e n t ,  a t  the  m o s t  c r i t i c a l  m o m e n t ,  
w hen  S a in t -M a lc  an d  h is  co m p an io n  in  su f fe r in g  a r e  h o t ly  p u r s u e d  b y  
t h e i r  e n e m ie s ,  the  f o r m e r  find  re fu g e  in  a  cave  g u a rd e d  n o t by  a  l io n  
bu t b y  a l i o n e s s .
 ^ -
. . . . . E n  s e s  d e to u r s  o b s c u r s
R é g n a i t  une l io n n e ,  h ô te s s e  de s e s  m u r s .
T h i s  i s  a n  a l l e g o r i c a l  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  d o c t r in e ,  d e e p ly  e n t r e n c h e d  in  
th e  C a th o l ic  d o g m a , in w hich  the  B le s s e d  V i rg in  M a r y  i s  r e g a r d e d  a s  
" O u r  L a d y  of re fu g e  and p e rp e tu a l  s u c c o u r " ,  th a t  i s ,  a s  th e  r e a d y  r e ­
fuge of G o d 's  c h i ld r e n  in  t h e i r  f l igh t f r o m  the  d e v i l .  J e a n  D e lu m e a u ,  
in  h i s  Li6 C a th o l ic i sm ^  e n t r e  L u th e r  e t V o l ta i r e ,  r e c o r d s  th a t  s e v e n te e n th -  
c e n tu r y  C a th o l ic  p a r i s h e s  k ep t  s p e c ia l  r e g i s t e r s  in  w h ich  m i r a c l e s  a t t r i ­
b u ted  to  th e  B le s s e d  V irg in ,  " N o t r e -D a m e  de re fu g e  e t  de s e c o u r s  
p e r p é tu e l " ,  w e r e  r e c o r d e d .
88. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 368, P o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t - M a lc ,
11. 1 - 9.
89. I b id . ,  p. 372, 11. 438 - 439.
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On c o n s e r v e  a u s s i  a S a in te - A n n e -d 'A u ra y  d e s  r e g i s t r e s  
du XVII^ s ie c le  s u r  l e s q u e ls  son t c o n s ig n e s  le s  m i r a c l e s  
a t t r i b u e s  a la  V ie rg e  v e n e r e e  ic i  d ep u is  la  d é c o u v e r te  
d 'u n e  s ta tu e  en 1625. D 'o ù  la  p o s s ib i l i t é  de c o n n a î t r e  
g r a c e  a eux  le s  c a te g o r ie s  de m i r a c l e s  e t  l e u r  f r e q u e n c e  
a in s i  que le  n iv eau  c u l tu r e l ,  le  c l a s s e m e n t  s o c ia l ,  
l 'o r i g i n e  g eo g ra b h iq u e  d e s  m i r a c u l é s ,  e t donc le  r a y o n n e m e n t  
du s a n c tu a i r e .
R e l ig io n  s e r v e s  in  th i s  p o e m  a s  a  p o e t ic  sy m b o l,  en ab lin g  C h r is t ia n  
o r th o d o x y  an d  p o e t r y  to  com bine  m o s t  a d m i r a b ly  and  a t  the  h ig h e s t  
l e v e l .  N o th ing  b r in g s  out m o r e  v iv id ly , f o r  e x a m p le ,  S a in t - M a lc 's  s a i n t ­
l in e s s  an d  h e r o i s m  th a n  the  c l e v e r  ju x ta p o s i t io n  of th e  m e ta p h o r  " s e r ­
p e n t"  an d  the  p h r a s e  " C h r i s t  le  v a in q u e u r " .  T h is  d e v ice  co n v ey s  
p o e t ic a l ly  and  in  a  m o r e  su b l im e  m a n n e r  the  q u a l i ty  of the  s a in t  a s  a  
s tu b b o rn  f ig h t e r  in  C h r i s t ’s v ic to r io u s  a r m y  a g a in s t  the  d e v i l .
L a ,  M ale  p r i a i t ,  j e û n a i t ,  s o u p i r a i t  a  to u te  h e u r e ,  ^
P l e u r a i t ,  non  s e s  p e c h e s ,  m a i s  ceux  q u 'e n  n o t r e  c œ u r  
A v e r s e s  le  s e r p e n t  dont C h r i s t  e s t  le  v a i n q u e u r .  91
R e f e r r i n g  to  th e  w a te r  of h is  b a p t i s m ,  S a in t -M a lc  is  m a d e  to  p a s s  h y p e r-
b o l i c a l ly  f r o m  th e  n a tu r a l  to  the  s u p e r n a tu r a l  o r d e r  w hen  he  s a y s  :
C o n s e r v e r  av ec  so in  le  t r é s o r  p r e c ie u x  92
Que nous  te n o n s  d 'u n e  eau  dont la  s o u rc e  e s t  aux  C ieu x .
C o m p a r i s o n s  of th i s  n a tu r e  a r e  t r a d i t io n a l ly  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  ep ic  p o e t r y  
an d  th e y  a r e  f r e q u e n t  in  A d o n is  and  in  the  p r e s e n t  p o e m . B ut in  th e  
l a t t e r ,  t h e i r  p u rp o s e  i s  s l ig h t ly  changed; th e y  no lo n g e r  s e r v e  to  e x a l t  
s h e e r  b r u te  f o r c e  and  ep ic  v a lo u r  bu t to  p r e s e n t  a  r e a l i s t i c  an d  s o m b r e  
v i s io n  of the  h u m a n  c o n d it io n .  T h u s  th e  im a g e  of th e  s o l i t a r y  t u r t l e ­
dove , d e p ic te d  in  A d o n is  :
T e l le  s u r  un o r m e a u  se p la in t  la  t o u r t e r e l l e .
Q uand  l ' a d r o i t  g ib o y e u r  a , d 'u n e  m a in  c r u e l l e .
F a i t  m o u r i r  à s e s  yeux  l 'o b je t  de s e s  a m o u r s .  93
is  m o d if ie d  in to  the  f ig u r e  of a  dove w hich  co n v ey s  th e  id ea  of w e a k n e s s
an d  pan ic  a t  the  beg in n in g  of the  p o em  of S a in t - M a lc .
T e l le  fu it  la  co lo m b e ,  oub lian t s e s  a m o u r s ,
A l ' a s p e c t  du m i la n  qui m e n a c e  s e s  j o u r s .
90. D e lu m ea u ,  J ,  L e  C a th o l ic i s m e  e n t r e  L u th e r  e t  V o l t a i r e ,  P a r i s ,
( P . U . F . ) ,  1971, p . 216.
91. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 368, 11. 14 -  16.
92. I b id . ,  p. 368, 11. 1 9 -2 0 . , '
93. I b id . ,  p. 367, A d o n is , 11. 547 - 549.
94. I b i d . , p . 369. P o è m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t - M a lc , 11. 75 - 76.
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O ne of the  m o s t  i n t e r e s t i n g  p a s s a g e s  in the  p o em  is  th e  h e r o ' s  m e n ta l  
p r a y e r  a s  he r e f l e c t s  upon h is  p a s t  fo l ly  and  p r e s e n t  p r e d ic a m e n t .
T h is  p r a y e r  is  s u c c e s s f u l ly  in t r o d u c e d  by  a q u a t r a in  w h ich  s u m m a r i ­
z e s  in an  a d m i r a b l e  m a n n e r  the  d o c t r in a l  b a s i s  of th e  C h r i s t i a n  r e ­
l ig io n .
P o u r  M ale ,  i l  m é d i ta i t  s u r  la  t r i p l e  o r ig in e  
De l 'h o m m e  f lo r i s s a n t ,  déchu , p u is  r é t a b l i .
Du p r e m i e r  d e s  m o r t e l s  la  fau te  e s t  en  oubli;
L e  C ie l  p o u r  L u c i f e r  g a rd e  to u jo u r s  sa  h a in e .
T h i s  is  a  poe tic  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  C h r i s t i a n  d o g m a  of m a n 's  o r ig in a l  
in n o c e n c e ,  f a l l  and  re d e m p t io n .  T h e  dogm a w as  v iv id ly  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  epo ch  no t only  in  the  te a c h in g  of th e  P o r t - R o y a l  s e m i n a ­
r y  w h ich  h e  a t te n d e d ,  bu t in  B la i s e  P a s c a l ' s  d o c t r in e  of the  d u a l i s m  of
m a n .  A c c o rd in g  to  P a s c a l ,  h u m a n  n a tu re  and  i t s  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  c an
*
on ly  be  e x p la in e d  by  a  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  m y s t e r y  of the
F a l l  an d  the  m i r a c l e  of S an c tify in g  G ra c e  p r o c u r e d  by  the  r e d e m p t io n .
. J ' a i  c r  ee l 'h o m m e  sa in t ,  innocen t;  p a r f a i t ,  j e  l ' a i  
r e m p l i  de l u m iè r e  e t d ' in te l l ig e n c e ;  je  lu i  a i  c o m ­
m u n iq u e  m a  g lo i r e  et m e s  m e r v e i l l e s .  . . .  Il a  vou lu  
se  r e n d r e  c e n t r e  de lu i - m ê m e  e t in d ép en d an t de m o n  
s e c o u r s .  I l  s ' e s t  s o u s t r a i t  de m a  d o m in a tio n ; e t ,  
s 'é g a la n t  a  m o i  p a r  le  d é s i r  de t r o u v e r  s a  f é l ic i té  
en  lu i - m ê m e ,  je  l ' a i  abandonne  a  l u i . . . .  en  s o r t e  
q u 'a u jo u r d 'h u i  l 'h o m m e  e s t  devenu  s e m b la b le  aux  
b ê t e s .  . . .  D ie u 'a ^  voulu  r a c h e t e r  l e s  h o m m e s ,  et 
o u v r i r  le  s a lu t  a ceux  qu i  le  c h e r c h e r a i e n t .  . . L 'h o m m e ,  
p a r  la  g r â c e ,  e s t  re n d u  c o m m e  s e m b la b le  i. D ieu , e t  
p a r t i c ip e  de sa  d iv in i té .  . . .  A vec  J e s u s - C h r i s t ,  l 'h o m m e  
e s t  e x e m p t"  de v ic e  e t  de  m i s e r e .  ' E n  lu i  e s t  to u te  
n o t r e  v e r t u  e t  to u te  n o t r e  f é l i c i t é .  9^
T h e  m a in  body  of the  p r a y e r  i t s e l f  i s  not only a p p r e h e n s iv e  in  to n e  b u t
c r i t i c a l  an d  ap o lo g e t ic  of h u m an  n a tu r e ,  th u s  r e v e a l in g  L a  F o n t a i n e 's
J a n s e n i s t  sym pathy -:
"D ieu  to u t  bon, d i s a i t  M a le ,  s i  to n  F i l s  p a r  s a  pe ine  
M 'a  sau v é  de l ' e n f e r ,  m ' a  r e m i s  dans  m e s  d r o i t s .
G a r d e - m o i  de le s  p e r d r e  une seco n d e  fo is ;
F a i s  q u 'u n  jo u r  m e s  t r a v a u x  p a r  l e u r  f in  se  c o u ro n n e n t .
J e  su is  dans  l e s  p e r i l s ,  m i l l e  m a u x  m 'e n v i r o n n e n t ,
L 'e s c l a v a g e ,  la  c r a in te ,  un  m a î t r e  m e n a ç a n t ;
E t  ce n ' e s t  p a s  e n c o r  le  m a l  le  p lus  p r e s s a n t .
T u  m 'a s  donne p o u r  a ide  au  f o r t  de la  to u r m e n te  
Une co m p ag n e  s a in te ,  i l  e s t  v r a i ,  m a i s  c h a r m a n te .
Son e x em p le  e s t  p u is s a n t ,  s e s  yeux le  son t a u s s i :
De c o n d u ire  l e s  m ie n s .  S e ig n e u r ,  p r e n d s  le  souci" . ________ _
95. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 370, 11. 194-197 .
96. P a s c a l ,  B . ,  O p .C it . ,  pp. 176 -215 .
97. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 370, 11. 198-208 .
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It is  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  s e e  in th is  p a r t i c u l a r  poem  how  o u r  p o e t 's  s e m i ­
n a r y  e x p e r i e n c e s  an d  su b se q u e n t  c o n ta c t  w ith  r e l ig io u s  in f lu e n c e s  a r e  
now b e a r in g  f r u i t .  A nd  one canno t bu t a d m ir e  the  d e l ic a te  w ay  in  
w h ich  h e  h a s  t u r n e d  th e s e  e x p e r ie n c e s  in to  s u b je c ts  of p o e t ic  m e d i t a ­
t io n .  I t  i s  th e s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  and  h i s  c o n tac t  w ith  P o r t - R o y a l  th a t  e x ­
p la in  h i s  a f f in i ty  of thought w ith  P a s c a l  in  s e v e r a l  s e c t io n s  of th e  p o e m  
of S a in t - M a lc .  B o th  m e n  w e re  in te l le c tu a l ly  u n i te d  no t only  b y  t h e i r  
c o m m o n  e x p o s u r e  to  J a n s e n i s t  in f lu e n c e s  bu t by  t h e i r  c o m m o n  m e e t in g  
po in t in  M o n ta ig n e .  In the  p o em  of S a in t -M a lc ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th e  tw o a s ­
p e c t s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  d e v e lo p m en t ,  n a m e ly ,  the  a r t i s t i c  and  the  i n ­
t e l l e c tu a l ,  a r e  b le n d e d  to g e th e r  in to  a p ro d u c t iv e  f o r c e  s e r v in g  th e  n e e d s  
of d o c t r in a l  theo logy . F e w  peop le  w ould  h av e  b e l ie v e d  th a t  th e  p o e t 's  
e p ic u r e a n  m in d ,  a n  unfit  m a t e r i a l  f o r  the  O r a to r y ,  w a s  c a p a b le  of c o m ­
p o s in g  so ed ify ing  and  a r d e n t  a p r a y e r  a s  th e  one qu o ted  a b o v e .
B u t the  im p o r ta n c e  of the  p o em  of S a in t -M a lc  does  n o t  l i e  on ly  
in  the  r e v e la t i o n  i t  m a k e s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  deep  know ledge  of C a th o l ic  
th e o lo g y .  E q u a l ly  s ig n if ic a n t ,  if no t m o r e  so , is  th e  p la c e  of th e  p o e m  
in  th e  e v o lu t io n  of the  p o e t 's  though t,  fo llow ing  the  rh y th m  upon w h ich  
the  e s s e n t i a l  u n i ty  and  co n tin u ity  of th is  thought a r e  b a s e d .  T h e  p a t t e r n  
of th i s  rh y th m  c o n s i s t s  in  the  r e g u l a r  b r e a k in g  up of the  m a t e r i a l s  o r  
t h e m e s  a c c u m u la te d  in  e ac h  p r e c e d in g  long  p o em  in to  s m a l l  f a b le s .
T h a t  i s ,  e a c h  c o l le c t io n  of h is  fa b le s  i s  u s u a l ly  p r e c e d e d  b y  a  long  p o e m  
in  w h ich  a l l  the  e le m e n ts  o r  id e a s  to u ch ed  in  the  fa b le s  a r e  s y n th e s iz e d .  
T h is  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  so  w ith  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw ee n  A d o n is  an d  th e  
f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  and  b e tw een  the  Poem e du Q uinqu ina  an d  the  
t h i r d  c o l le c t io n .  F o llo w in g  th i s  p a t t e r n .  L e  P o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de 
S a in t - M a lc  is  a s o r t  of s p r in g b o a rd  to the  seco n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  
J u s t  a s  the  fa u n a  o f ,A d o n is  , c ap ab le  of te a c h in g  the  l e s s o n  of b r a v e r y  
and  h e r o i s m  to  h u m a n  b e in g s ,  is  a p re lu d e  to  the  a n im a l  c o m e d y  in  th e  
f a b le s  of 1668, the  p o em  of S a in t -M a lc  is  fo c u s e d  on th e  s to ic  id e a s  
a ro u n d  w hich  the  poe t is  to e x e r c i s e  h is  m o r a l  r e f l e c t io n s  in  th e  fa b le s  
of 1678. T h e  id e a  of a  w o r ld  r e d e e m e d  by a good a n d  fo rg iv in g  God, . 
w h ich  p e r m e a t e s  the  poem , fo r  e x a m p le ,  is  a l r e a d y  a  p re lu d e  to  th e  
p ro v id e n t i a l i s t  v iew  of the  u n iv e r s e ,  w hich L a  F o n ta in e  d e fen d s  in  the  
s ec o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  T he  s im i le  of the  dove, a l r e a d y  q uo ted , is  
fo l lo w ed  by  a n o th e r  im a g e  :
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T e l le  l 'o m b r e  d 'u n  loup  d an s  le s  v e r t s  p â tu r a g e s  
E c a r t e  l e s  t ro u p e a u x  a t te n t i f s  aux  h e r b a g e s ____
T h is  s im i l i tu d e  a n t ic ip a te s  the  e p iso d e  of the  f lock  s tar tled  by  th e  s h a ­
dow of the  w olf in the  n in e te e n th  fab le  of the  n in th  Book of f a b le s  :
 ^ Un loup  p a ru t ,  to u t  le  t ro u p e a u  s 'e n fu i t :
Ce n 'e t a i t  p a s  un  loup , ce  n 'e n  é ta i t  que l 'o m b r e .
It i s  in  th e  p o e m  of S a in t -M a lc  th a t  th e  poet f o r  the  f i r s t  t im e  p la c e s  
m e n  an d  a n im a l s  s ide  by  s ide  in  th e  dock f o r  w hat is  v i r t u a l l y  a  c r i ­
m in a l  t r i a l  in  w hich  m e n  a r e  found g u ilty  and  the  a n im a ls  v in d ic a te d .
Q ue v o u s  ê t e s  h e u re u x ,  peup le  doux ' d i s a i t - e l l e .
V ous p a s s e z  s a n s  peche  c e t te  c o u r s e  m o r t e l l e :
On loue  en  vous v oyan t c e lu i  qui vous  a  fa i t s ;
E t  n o u s ,  de qui l e s  c o u r s  sont g n c lin s  aux  f o r f a i t s ,
L a i s s o n s  la n g u i r  s a  g lo i r e ,  e t d 'u n  fa ib le  su f f ra g e  
N e  d a ig n o n s  r e l e v e r  son  n o m  n i  son  o u v ra g e .
C h e r e s  b r e b i s ,  p a i s s e z ,  c u e i l l e z  l 'h e r b e  e t  l e s  f l e u r s :
P o u r  v ous  l 'a u b e  n o u r r i t  l a  t e r r e  de s e s  p le u r s ;
V iv ez  de l e u r s  p r e s e n t s  : i n s p i r e z - n o u s  l 'e n v ie  
D 'é v i t e r  l e s  r e p a s  qu i v ous  co û ten t  la  v ie .
M is é r a b l e s  h u m a in s ,  s e m e n c e s  de t y r a n s .
E n  quoi d i f f é r e z - v o u s  d e s  m o n s t r e s  d é v o ra n ts  ? lOO
T h is  k in d  of c o m p a r i s o n  w as  a p o p u la r  f e a tu r e  of s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  
p o e t ry .  B o th  B o ile a u  and  L a  B r u y e r e  u s e d  i t  w ith  m u c h  e ffec t  an d  so  
d id  M m e .  D e s h o u l i e r e s . B u t the  s o u rc e  c lo s e ly  fo l lo w ed  b y  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  is  c e r t a i n l y  B o ile a u .  H e pu ts  a c r o s s  in  a  m o r e  d e l ic a te  an d  
g e n t le  m a n n e r  a  s e n t im e n t  w hich  B o ile a u  e x p r e s s e s  ru d e ly  a s  a  b i t t e r  
in v e c t iv e  a g a in s t  m a n  in  the  fo llow ing  p a s s a g e ,  p u b l is h e d  to w a r d s  the  
l a t e r  p a r t  of 1668 :
De to u s  l e s  a n im a u x  qui s 'e l e v e n t  d a n s  l ' a i r
Qui m a r c h e n t  s u r  la  t e r r e ,  ou n a g en t  d an s  l a  m e r .
De P a r i s  au  P é r o u ,  du J a p o n  j u s q u 'a  R o m e ,
L e  p lu s  so t a n im a l ,  a m o n  a v i s ,  c ' e s t  h o m m e .
Q u o i?  d i r a - t - o n  d 'a b o r d ,  un  v e r ,  une f o u r m i ,  '
Un in s e c te  r a m p a n t  qui ne, v i t  q u 'a  d e m i,  .
Un t a u r e a u  qui r u m i n e , une c h e v re  qu i b r o u te .
O nt l ' e s p r i t  m ie u x  to u rn e  que n 'a  l 'h o m m e ?
O ui, s a n s  dou te .
98. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 369, 11. 77 - 78.
99. I b i d . , p. 147, F a b l e s , IX, 19, 11. 2 6 -2 7 .
100. I b i d . , p. 369, 11. 181 - 192. ^  .
101. D e s h o u l i è r e s ,  A . , (M m e - . ) ,  O p . C i t . ,  (éd it ion  de 1694), p . 96.
102. B o ile a u ,  D . Op. C i t . , p. 41, S a t i r e , VIII.
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T h e  s o m b re  r e f l e c t io n  on the  r e l a t iv e  d is p o s i t io n  of m e n  an d  a n im a l s ,
m a d e  in  th e  p o e m  of S a in t -M a lc ,  i s  a p re lu d e  to the  f a b le s  of L e  L oup
e t l e s  B e r g e r s  (X, 5) and  L e s  C o m p ag n o n s  d 'U ly s s e  (XII, 1). T h e
th e m e  of so l i tu d e ,  so d e a r  to L a  F o n ta in e ,  and  one of the  p i l l a r s  upon
w h ich  h i s  e th ic s  of "v o lu p té "  is  b u i l t ,  i s  no t on ly  e m p h a s iz e d  in  the
p o e m , bu t i s  g iven  the  c h a r a c t e r  of a c a r d in a l  C h r i s t i a n  v i r t u e  in  the
a d m o n i t io n s  w h ich  the  w is e  old m a n  g iv es  to S a in t -M a lc  :
F u y e z ,  fu y ez ,  m o n  f i l s ,  le  m o n d e  et s e s  a m o r c e s :
I l  e s t  p le in  de d a n g e r s  qu i s u r p a s s e n t  v o s  f o r c e s .
F u y e z  l ' o r ;  m a i s  fuyez  e n c o r  d 'a u t r e s  a p p a s .
O n ne  s o r t  q u 'e n  fuyan t v a in q u e u r  de c e s  c o m b a t s .
L a  p a ix  que nous  goû tons  a ? t - e l l e  m o in s  de c h a r m e s ?
Q uoil v o u s  h a s a r d e r i e z  le  f r u i t  de ta n t  de l a r m e s .
E t  c e lu i  de ce  san g  q u 'u n  D ieu  v e r s a  p o u r  v o u s l^ ^ ^
T h e s e  l in e s  r e - e c h o  the  c re d o  of the  s o l i t a r i e s  of P o r t - R o y a l  a n d  r e ­
p r e s e n t  th e  po in t w h e re  the  p o em  of S a in t -M a lc  a n t i c ip a te s  th e  l a s t  an d  
the  g r e a t e s t  of the  fa b le s ,  n a m e ly .  L e  Ju g e  a r b i t r e ,  l 'H o s p i t a l i e r  e t  
le  S o l i t a i r e  (XII, 24), w h ich  w as  a ls o  of J a n s e n i s t  in s p i r a t io n .
In a d d i t io n  to  i t s  a n t ic ip a t io n  of th e  sec o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  
the  p o e m  of S a in t -M a lc  a l s o  r e h e a r s e s  c e r t a in  im p o r ta n t  id e a s  e m b o d ie d  
in  P s y c h e . T he  scen e  in  w hich  the  h e r o  m e d i t a t e s  upon th e  e x e m p l a r y  
s p i r i t  of m u tu a l  c o - o p e r a t io n  am ong  the  a n ts ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  r e c a l l s  th e  
m a g ic  a s s i s t a n c e  w hich  P s y c h e  r e c e iv e d  f r o m  the  w o r ld  of a n t s .
B u t the  m a n n e r  in  w hich  the  ep iso d e  i s  d ev e lo p ed  in  the  p o e m  of S a in t -  
M a lc  : -
105
L 'une p o u s s a i t  un  fa ix ,  l ' a u t r e  p r ê t a i t  so n  d o s . . .  
m a k e s  i t  a  f i t t in g  p re lu d e  to  the  in g en io u s  a n im a l  s o l i d a r i t y  d e m o n s t r a ­
te d  in  the  fab le  of L e s  deux  R â t s ,  le  R e n a r d  e t 1 'Œ u f . It w i l l  be  r e ­
c a l l e d  th a t  V i r g i l ,  one of L a  F o n ta in e 's  L a t in  m a s t e r s ,  h a d  p a in te d  a  
s i m i l a r  s c e n e  in  l in e s  402-407  of the  fo u r th  B ook  of Æ n e i d . L a t e r  on, 
J o a c h im  du B e l la y ,  too , w a s  to  evoke the  s a m e  im a g e  in  h i s  D i s c o u r s  
au  R o y , c o m p o se d  in  s u p p o r t  of m u tu a l  c o - o p e r a t io n  an d  u n d e r s ta n d in g  
th ro u g h o u t  the  r e a lm .
103. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p. 368, 11. 4 5 -5 1 .
104. I b i d . , pp. 446 - 447.
105. I b i d . ,  p . 371, 11. 354 -357 .
106. I b id . ,  p . 147, F a b le s ,  I X , 'D i s c o u r s  a  M m e . de la  S a b l i e r e " .
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V ous v o y r ie z  p a r  l e s  c h a m p s ,  po u r  p i l l e r  le  m o n c e a u  
Du b le d  n o uveau  b a t tu ,  m a r c h e r  ce n o i r  t ro u p e a u  
P a r  un s e n t i e r  e s t r o i c t  ; l e s  uns  vont et r e to u r n e n t .
L e s  a u t r e s  h a s te n t  ceux  qui p a r e s s e u x  s é jo u r n e n t .
C e u x - c i  t r a i s n e n t  l e s  g r a in s  t r o p  p e sa n s  et t r o p  g r o s .
C e u x - là  l e s  von t p o u s sa n t  de l 'e s p a u le  et du d o s .
We h av e  no c l e a r  p ro o f  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e a d  m u c h  of du B e l la y ,  bu t 
the  s i m i l a r i t y  in  v e r s e  p a t t e r n  and  ev en  in the  a c tu a l  w o rd s  u s e d  by  
b o th  p o e ts ,  su ch  a s  " p o u s s e r " ,  " d o s " ,  " lé g io n s"  and  " t r o u p e a u " ,  s u g ­
g e s t  so m e  c o n ta c t  w ith  the  D is c o u r s  au  R o y . A t the  m o m e n t  of th e  
d e c i s iv e  t r i a l ,  w h en  the  h e r o  is  t e m p te d  to  c o m m it  su ic id e ,  h i s  c o m p a ­
n ion , b y  th e  f i r m n e s s  of h e r  c h a r a c t e r  and  h e r  e n c o u ra g in g  e x h o r ta t io n s ,
d i s s u a d e s  h im  f r o m  ta k in g  th e  d e fe a t i s t  p lunge . T h is  is  a  f u r t h e r  d e ­
v e lo p m e n t  of the  h u m a n is t  a t t i tu d e  in i t i a te d  in  L a  M o r t  e t  L e  B û c h e ro n  
(l, 16) and  m a in ta in e d  in  P s y c h e . T h e  e n c o u ra g e m e n t  g iven  to  S a in t -  
M a lc  r e c a l l s  the  ad v ice  w hich  the  old  h e r m i t  gave to  P s y c h é  a t  th e  
h o u r  of h e r  g r e a t e s t  d e s p a i r .  B u t the  e x h o r ta t io n  no t to  k i l l  h e r s e l f ,
w h ich  th e  h e r m i t  sp an  out to  P s y c h é  in  d if fu sed  p r o s e ,  i s ,  in  th e  p o e m  
of S a in t - M a lc ,  c o n d en se d  in to  e n e r g e t i c  and  c o m p e l l in g  a l e x a n d r ia n  
l in e s  w h ich  t r a n s c e n d  h u m a n  p h i lo so p h y  to  a s s u m e  th e  c h a r a c t e r  of a  
d iv ine  in s p i r a t i o n  :
Ne c r a ig n e z  p lu s ,  v iv ez ;  I 'E t e r n e l  v ous  l 'o r d o n n e .
E s t i m e z - v o u s  s i  peu ce t  ê t r e  q u ' i l  vous donne?
V o t re  c o r p s  e s t  a  lu i;  s e s  m a in s  l 'o n t  façonne:
L e  d r o i t  d 'e n  d i s p o s e r  ne  vous- e s t  po in t donne .
Q u e lle  im p ru d e n c e  a vous  de f in i r  v o t r e  c o u r s e  
P a r  le  s e u l  d e s  p e c h e s  qui n 'a  po in t de r e s s o u r c e l  
T o u te  fa u te  s 'e x p ie ;  on peu t p l e u r e r  e n co r ;
M ais  on n e  p eu t p lu s  r i e n  s 'é t a n t  donne l a  m o r t .
T h is  a r g u m e n t  a g a in s t  su ic id e  i s  now r e in f o r c e d  b y  r e m i n i s c e n c e s  of L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  r e a d in g  of Sa in t A u g u s t in e 's  L a  C ité  de D ie u , the  w o rk  w h ich  
he  h e lp e d  L o u is  G iry  to t r a n s l a t e  in to  F r e n c h  in  1665. I t  w i l l  b e  r e ­
c a l le d  th a t  in  th i s  w o rk  S a in t A u g u s t in e  r e g a r d s  s u ic id e  a s  th e  m o s t  u n ­
p a rd o n a b le  of c r i m e s ,  fo r  un like  o th e r  c r i m e s ,  s u ic id e  d o e s  no t  le a v e  
the  c r i m i n a l  any  ro o m  fo r  r e p e n ta n c e .  It i s  t h e r e f o r e  a  s ig n  of m o r a l  
w e a k n e s s  and  of in a b i l i ty  to live  up to  the  t r i a l s  of l i f e .
107. J o a c h im  du B e l lay ,  Œ u v r e s ,  (ed it .  G . H. M a r ty -L a v e a u x ) ,  P a r i s ,
1857, t . n ,  pp. 493 - 494.
108. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 432.
109. I b i d . ,  p . 371, 11. 316 - 323.
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E t  ce n ' e s t  p a s  s a n s  r a i s o n  que, d an s  l e s  s a in t s  L i v r e s  
c a n o n iq u e s ,  n u lle  p a r t  il n ' e s t  p r e s c r i t  n i  p e r m i s  au  
n o m  de Dieu, de se  d o n n n e r  la  m o r t ,  so i t  p o u r  g a g n e r  la  
v ie  e t e r n e l l e ,  so i t  p o u r  p r é v e n i r  ou c o n ju r e r  q ue lque  m a l .
Que c e la  nous  so it  in te rd i t ;  c 'e s t  ce que n o u s  f a i t  c o m ­
p r e n d r e  le  "T u  ne t u e r a s  p o in t"  de la  L o i .  . . . " tu  ne 
t u e r a s  p o in t" ,  c ' e s t - a - d i r e  tu  ne t u e r a s  n i  un a u t r e  n i  
t o i - m ê m e .  . . .  E t  m ê m e ,  c o n s u l t e r  la  r a i s o n ,  on ne  peut 
m ê m e  a p p e le r  g r a n d e u r  d 'â m e  c e t te  im p u i s s a n c e  à 
s u p p o r te r  de d u r e s  é p r e u v e s  ou le s  p é c h é s 'd 'a u t r u i ,  
qu i a c h e m in e  au  s u i c i d e . ^
C o m m e n t in g  on L a ‘ F o n ta in e 's  c l e v e r  a d a p ta t io n  of S a in t A u g u s t in e 's
id e a s  on su ic id e  to  the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of the  p o em  of S a in t - M a lc ,
C d o n e l  G odchot d e c l a r e s  :
L e  p o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t - M a lc .  . . . s e r t  à 
m o n t r e r  c o m m e n t  L a  F o n ta in e  s a v a i t  . t i r e r ,  
e tu d ie r ,  se  p e n e t r e r  des  a u t e u r s  q u ' i l  a v a i t  f r é q u e n ­
t e s ,  e t c o m b ie n  sa  m é m o i r e  a d m ir a b le  s a v a i t  a l l e r  
c h e r c h e r  s e s  a r g u m e n ts  m ê m e  d an s  la  p r o s e  a n g é ­
l iq u e  de S a in t -A u g u s t in .
B y  w ay  of C h r i s t i a n  r e c ip r o c i ty ,  th e  h e r o  in  h is  tu r n ,  e n c o u r a g e s  h i s
co m p an io n  in  s u f fe r in g  to  fo llow  h i s  p lan s  a im e d  a t  l i b e r a t in g  t h e m s e lv e s
f r o m  th e  b ondage  of th e  w ick ed . H is  ad m o n it io n  to  the  h e ro in e  is
c o u ch ed  in  a sound  and  conv inc ing  a rg u m e n t  to  w h ich  o u r  p o e t 's  s o le m n
v e r s e s  give an  added  t in g e  of a m o r a l  n e c e s s i t y  :
M a is  en fin  j e te z  l 'œ i l  s u r  l ' e t a t  ou nous s o m m e s .
V ous ê t e s  e x p o se e  aux  m a l i c e s  d e s  h o m m e s ;
J e  n ' a i  p lu s  de m e s  b o is  l e s  s a in te s  v o lu p té s .
N e r e v i e n d r o n t - i l s  point c e s  b ie n s  que j ' a i  q u i t t e s ?
A h l s i  v o u s  jo u i s s i e z  de l e u r  d o u c e u r  e x q u ise  1 
L a  fu i te ,  d i re z -v o u s ,  ne  n ous  e s t  p a s  p e r m i s e .
De n o t r e  l i b e r t é  l 'A r a b e  e s t  p o s s e s s e u r .
E t  que l d ro i t  a  s u r  nous  un c r u e l  r a v i s s e u r ?
B r i s o n s  s e s  f e r s ;  fuyons s a n s  a v o i r  de s c r u p u le .
T h e  in te l l e c tu a l  d is ta n c e  f r o m  A d o n is  to the  p o em  of S a in t - M a lc  
c a n  be m e a s u r e d  in  t e r m s  of the  sh if t  in L a  F o n ta in e 's  c o n ce p t  of h u m a n  
p o s s ib i l i t i e s ,  a id e d  by  w i l l - p o w e r  and  fa i th  in  the  a b i l i ty  to  s u c c e e d .
We h a v e  n o te d  how the  poe t a d v an c e d  f r o m  the  d é p lo ra t io n  of the  f r a g i l e  
b e a u ty  of the  h u m a n  body  o r  the  b r e v i ty  of m o r t a l  l ife  (A don is)  to  the  
m y th ic a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of the  d e s t in y  of the  h u m a n  sou l (P s y c h e ).
110. .S a in t  A u g u s t in ,  L a  C ite  de D ieu , T e x te  la t in  e t t r a d u c t io n  f r a n ç a i s e  p a r
p i e r r e  de L a b r io l le ,  P a r i s ,  (G a rn ie r ) ,  1941, t . I ,  pp . 69 - 75). 
( L iv re  I, c h a p i t r e s  xx  - x x i i ) .
111. G odchot, C o lone l,  L a  F o n ta in e  et Sa in t A u g u s t in ,  P a r i s  (A lbin  M ich e l) ,
1919, p . 133.
112. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 371, 11. 408 - 416.
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F o llo w in g  the  s a m e  p r o g r e s s i o n  in  thought, the c o n d em n a tio n  of s e l f -  
im m o la t io n ,  in i t ia te d  in the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  and  r e - e m p h a s i z e d  
in  P s y c h e , is  g iven  a sy m b o lic  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  and a d iv ine  ju s t i f i c a t io n  
in  the  p o e m  of S a in t - M a lc .  H e r e  too , the  t r a g e d y  of p ag an  h e r o i s m  
c o n q u e r e d  by  d e a th  (Adofais) g iv e s  w ay  to  the  t r i u m p h  of C h r i s t i a n  
h e r o i s m  o v e r  the  p o w er  of e v i l .  T h u s ,  a s  the  poe t a p p r o a c h e s  fu l l  
m a t u r i t y ,  h i s  th in k in g  b e c o m e s  m o r e  p o s i t iv e ,  m o r e  con fiden t and  m o r e  
fo r w a r d - lo o k in g .  T he  p r a c t i c e  of c h a s t i ty ,  though so  m u c h  a t  v a r i a n c e  
w ith  h u m a n  n a tu r e  in  i t s  o b s e r v a n c e ,  i s  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  an  id e a l  w h ich  
h u m a n  r e a s o n  a p p r o v e s .  I t s  d if f icu l ty  n e i th e r  d e s t r o y s  i t s  a t t r a c t i v e ­
n e s s  n o r  h a s  i t s  i d e a l i s m  e v e r  c e a s e d  to  a p p e a l  to  v i r tu o u s  m in d s .  In  
i t s  e x q u is i t e  r e f in e m e n ts ,  i t  i s  essentially C h r i s t i a n  an d  r e v e a le d ,  b u t  in  
th e  s u b l im e  a p p r e c ia t io n  of i t s  b e a u ty  no t a l l  c u l ts  and  c u l tu r e s  a r e  
a g r e e d ,  h e n c e  L a  F o n ta in e  s e e s  i t s  o b s e r v a n c e  by  the  h e r o  an d  th e  
h e r o in e  in  th e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  th e y  f ind  th e m s e lv e s ,  a  s in g u la r  a c t  of 
h e r o i s m  an d  a r a r e  v i r t u e .
J e  ch an te  d ’un h é r o s  la  v e r t u  s o l i t a i r e . .114
T h is  " v e r tu  s o l i t a i r e "  c o n t r a s t s  s h a r p ly  w ith  the  " - c r im in e l le s  d o u c e u r s "  
th e  in d e c e n c ie s  in  w hich  th e  C o n te s  a r e  c o u ch ed . In  th i s  s e n s e ,  the  
p o e m  of S a in t -M a lc  g iv e s  th e  p o e t ’s l i t e r a r y  and  in te l l e c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  
a  t i l t  to w a rd s  s to ic  id e a l i s m .  B ut i s  he  t h e r e  to s ta y ?  It  w ou ld  c e r ­
ta in ly  be  s u r p r i s i n g  if  he  d o e s ,  fo r  an  e c le c t ic  su ch  a s  L a  F o n ta in e ,
115who d e c l a r e s  h im s e l f  " v o la g e  en  v e r s  c o m m e  en  a m o u r "  c an n o t be  
e x p e c te d  to  r e m a i n  f o r  long t ie d  to  one te n d en c y .  M o r e o v e r ,  h i s  t e m ­
p e r a m e n t  i s  b a s i c a l ly  o p p o sed  to  the  s tan d  he  ta k e s  in  th i s  p o e m . A s  
we saw  in  h i s  h an d lin g  of the  C o n te s , h i s  a p p ro a c h  to  love  an d  to  w o m e n  
in t h e i r  p h y s ic a l  r e a l i t y  is  o pposed  to  the  id e a l i s t i c  co n ce p t  of s e l f -  
a b n e g a t io n  o r  the  s u p p r e s s io n  of l e g i t im a te  n a t u r a l  im p u l s e s .  F o r  h im ,  
the  t r u e  end  of love  is  i t s  p h y s ic a l  c o n s u m m a tio n ,  h e n c e  he  s e e s  a s  
n a tu r a l  o r  c o m m o n p la c e  the  p h y s ic a l  un ion  of peo p le  of the  o p p o s i te  s ex  
who a r e  p ro m p te d  by  lo v e .  T h e  s c o rn in g  of love  o r  the  s u p p r e s s io n  of 
i t s  im p u ls e s  i s  an  u n n a tu ra l  a c t  w hich  c an  le a d  to  d a n g e ro u s  c o n se q u e n c e s .  
H e l a t e r  p la c e s  a  f in a l  e m p h a s i s  on th is  id e a  w hen, d ra w in g  f u r t h e r  in -
113. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 368, 1 .10 .
114. I b i d . , p . 368, 1. 7.
115. I b id . ,  p . 490.
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s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  T h e o c r i t u s '  tw e n ty - th i r d  idy ll  e n t i t le d  -L 'A m an t  m a l ­
h e u r e u x , h e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  in  D ap h n is  e t A lc im a d u r e  (1685) how q u ick  
n a tu r e  is  to  pu n ish  th o se  who r e s i s t  o r  s u p p r e s s  h e r  im p u l s e s  to  lo v e .
In th e  o r ig in a l  w ork , i t  i s  a lov ing  young g i r l  who p in e s  aw ay
fo r  a n  in s e n s i t iv e  and h a r d - h e a r t e d  la d .  In  D aphn is  e t  A lc im a d u r e  L a
F o n ta in e  r e v e r s e s  the  s i tu a t io n  f o r  obvious  r e a s o n s .  He i s  h e r e  a d ­
d r e s s i n g  h i m s e l f  to  a  lad y  not a  m a n .  It i s  on ly  n a tu r a l  t h e r e f o r e  th a t  
the  v ic t im  of " A m o u r 's "  a n g e r  and  v e n g ea n c e  shou ld  be a  w o m an , s in c e  
th e  m o r a l  l e s s o n  of the  fab le  is  in ten d ed  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r  a  w o m an  in  
th i s  c a s e .  T h e  a s p e c t  of the  m o d e l  w h ich  o u r  p o e t  r e t a in s  an d  s t r e s s e s  
is  T h e o c r i t u s '  i n s i s t e n c e  on the  im p la c a b le  v e n g ea n c e  of love  upon th o s e  
who ig n o re  h i s  p ro m p t in g s .  T he  in s e n s i t iv e  h e a r t ,  dec la re s  T h e o c r i t u s ,
ne s a v a i t  p a s  que l d ieu  c ' e s t  q u e ‘ l 'A m o u r ,  que l
e s t  l ' a r c  q u ' i l  t i e n t  dans  s e s  m a in s ,  de q u e l le s  «
f lé c h é s  a m e r e s  i l  f r a p p e  le s  co eu rs  in d i f fé r e n ts  1
T h e o c r i t u s  ends  h is  id y l l  w ith  a n  in v i ta t io n  to  a l l  lov ing  and  te n d e r
h e a r t s  to  r e jo i c e  o v e r  the  w e l l - d e s e r v e d  fa te  of th e  s c o r n e r  of love  an d
to  l e a r n  a  l e s s o n  f r o m  the  in c id e n t  :
O v ous  qu i a im e z ,  r e jo u i s s e z - v o u s ,  l ' in s e n s ib le
n ' e s t  p lu s ;  e t vous que l 'o n  a im e ,  ne  soyez  point
c r u e l s  : L 'A m o u r  punit l e s  i n g r a t s .  B7
L a  F o n ta in e  co n c lu d e s  D aphn is  e t  A lc im a d u r e  on th is  s a m e  n o te .  T h i s
/  s
p o e m  is  d e d ic a te d  to  M m e. de L a  M e s a n g e r e ,  th e  d a u g h te r  of o u r  p o e t 's  
b e n e f a c t r e s s ,  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e .  M m e . de L a  M e s a n g e r e  su d d en ly  
b e c a m e  a w idow  a t  a  v e r y  te n d e r  age  w hen h e r  h u sb a n d ,  M . de L a  
M e s a n g e r e  d ied  b e tw ee n  1684 and  1685. T h e  young w id o w 's  b lo o m in g  
b e a u ty  a t t r a c t e d  m a n y  new  s u i to r s  w hom  she r e j e c t e d  b e c a u s e  of h e r  
deep  love  fo r  h e r  dead  h u sb an d  an d  h e r  r e s p e c t  f o r  h i s  m e m o r y .  M m e .  
de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  no t w ish in g  to  s ee  h e r  d a u g h te r  u n a t ta c h e d  a t  so  t e n d e r
an  a g e ,  e a g e r ly  d e s i r e d  h e r  to  r e m a r r y  and , no doubt, c o m m u n ic a te d
h e r  d e s i r e  to  L a  F o n ta in e .  T h e  l a t t e r  th e r e f o r e  c o m p o se d  the  above  
p o e m  a s  an  a d m o n it io n  to  the  b e a u t i fu l  young w idow , a d v is in g  h e r  no t 
to  im i ta te  the  a t t i tu d e  of A lc im a d u r e  who r e m a in e d  in s e n s i t iv e  to  the  
p ro m p t in g  of love  and th e r e b y  p a id  d e a r ly  f o r  f ig h t in g  a g a in s t  le g i t im a te  
n a t u r a l  i m p u l s e s .  M m e . de l a  M e s a n g e r e  shou ld  t h e r e f o r e  no t choke
116. T h e o c r i t e ,  Id y l le s  de T h e o c r i t e ,  t r a d u i t e s  en  f r a n ç a i s  p a r  J .  B . G ail,
N o u v e lle  ed it ion , P a r i s ,  1796, t .  II, p. 91, (Idylle  x x i i i ) .
117. I b id . ,  p . 97.
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up h e r  b e a u ty  an d  youthfu l c h a r m  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  h e r e  c o m p a r e s  to
b e a u t i fu l  r o s e s ,  by  s u r ro u n d in g  th e m  w ith  the  th o rn  of s e l f - a b n e g a t i o n :
G a rd e z  d 'e n v i r o n n e r  c e s  r o s e s  
De t r o p  d 'e p in e s ,  s i  j a m a i s  
L ’A m o u r  v ous  dit le s  m ê m e s  c h o s e s :
Il l e s  d i t  m ie u x  que je  ne f a i s .
A u s s i  s a i t - i l  p u n ir  ceux qui f e r m e n t  l 'o r e i l l e
11 AA s e s  c o n s e i l s . . . .
T h e  young M m e ,  de L a  M e s a n g e re  w as  to  r e m a r r y  th e  C o m te  de N oce  
f ive  y e a r s  l a t e r  (1690), and in  1694, th is  p o e m  w as  jo in e d  to  the  l a s t  
book of F a b l e s .  I t  c an  th u s  be s e e n  th a t  a lthough  L a  F o n ta in e  p a y s  
l ip  s e r v i c e  to  the  C a th o lic  o r th o d o x y  oh  c h a s t i ty ,  he  r e m a in s  t e m p e r a ­
m e n ta l ly  th e  s a m e  s e n s u a l  "b o n h o m m e "  w hom  we m e t  in  th e  C o n te s . 
V iew ed  in  th is  l ig h t ,  the  p o e t 's  id e a l i s t i c  p o se  in  the  poem  of S a in t -  
M alc  m u s t  be  ta k e n  fo r  w hat i t  r e a l l y  i s ,  n a m e ly ,  a  s t r e n u o u s  e f f o r t  
on the  p a r t  of L a  F o n ta in e  to  dance  to  th e  tune , th a t  i s ,  to  c o m p ly  w ith  
the  t a s t e  of the  p r e la t e  to  w hom  the  p o em  i s  d e d ic a te d  and  w h o se  p a t ­
ro n a g e  o u r  p o e t  e a g e r ly  d e s i r e d  to  s e c u r e .  T he  s u p e r f i c i a l i ty  of L a  
F o n ta in e 's  s e e m in g ly  ed ify ing  a t t i tu d e  in  th is  poem  i s  r e v e a le d  b y  th e  
f a c t  th a t  in  1674, b a r e ly  a  y e a r  a f t e r  the  p u b l ic a t io n  of th e  P o e m  of 
S a in t - M a lc ,  he  r e l e a s e d  the  m o s t  l ic e n t io u s  of h is  C o n te s  so f a r ,  d e ­
v o te d  a lm o s t  e n t i r e ly  to  a  d e v a s ta t in g  a t ta c k  on the  c l e r g y  an d  the  
c h u r c h  d ig n i t a r i e s  in  g e n e r a l .  T h i s  cuu ld  h a r d ly  be  o th e rw is e ,  ju d g in g  
f r o m  the  e p ic u r e a n  and  e s s e n t ia l ly  n a t u r a l i s t  o r ie n ta te d  m i l i e u  in  w h ic h  
th e  p o e t  now  f in d s  h im s e l f  a s  f r o m  1672, n a m e ly ,  th e  c i r c l e  of M m e .  
de L a  S a b l i e r e .
118.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 379,  D aphnis  et  A l c i m a d u r e , 11. 1 7 - 2 2 .
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3. T h e  C i r c l e  of M m e, de L a  S a b l i e r e .
L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o s i t io n  a s  g e n t l e m a n - s e r v a n t  a t  the  p a la c e  of 
L u x e m b o u rg  w as  su d d en ly  lo s t  by the  d ea th  in  1672 of the  d o w a g e r  
d u c h e s s  of O r le a n s  w hom  h e  w as s e r v in g .  T h is  ev en t  cut off h i s  p r i n -  
c ip a l  m e a n s  of s u b s i s te n c e .  But by  a  s t r a n g e  t u r n  of fo r tu n e ,  w h ich  
o f ten  k e e p s  m e n  of d e s t in y  f r o m  e v e r  d e s p a i r in g ,  he  found f a v o u r  w ith  
M m e .  de  L a  S a b l i e r e .  T h is  g ra c io u s  lad y  tu rn e d  out to  be  th e  c h ie f  
i n s t r u m e n t  of h i s  in te l le c tu a l  a d v a n c e m e n t ,  the  G o d -s e n t  re fu g e  in  
w h ich  h e  w a s  to  a t t a in  m e n ta l  m a tu r i t y .
M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie re  w as  a  la d y  of g r e a t  d is t in c t io n ,  v e r s e d
in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  m a th e m a t i c s ,  a s t r o n o m y ,  the  a r t s  and  p h y s ic a l  s c i e n c e s .
A c c o rd in g  to  d 'O l iv e t ,
N on s e u le m e n t  e l le  e n te n d a i t  p a r f a i t e m e n t  l a  lan g u e  * 
du s ie c le ^ A u g u s te ,  e t  s a v a i t  p a r  coeur l e s  p lu s  b e a u x  v e r s  
d 'H o r a c e  e t  de V i rg i l e ,  m a i s  e lb  n 'e t a i t  e t r a n g e r e  a  
a u cu n e  d e s  c o n n a is s a n c e s  h u m a in e s  c u l t iv é e s  de son  
t e m p s .
A p a r t  f r o m  the  b le s s in g  of a  good f o r m a l  e d u ca t io n  u n d e r  a b le  m a s t e r s ,  
she h a d  th e  ad v an tag e  of hav in g  a b r i l l i a n t  u n c le ,  A n to in e  M en jo t ,  who 
h e lp e d  to  b u i ld  up h e r  i n t e r e s t  in  a n a to m y  and  ph ilo so p h y , f o r  th e  l a t ­
t e r  w a s  bo th  a  w e ll-k n o w n  p h y s ic ia n  an d  a p h i lo s o p h e r .
Son o n c le ,  A n to ine  M e n jo t ,  c o n t r ib u a  p lu s  que to u t  
a u t r e  a  d é v e lo p p e r  s a  v iv e  in te l l ig e n c e .  I l  s 'e f f o r ç a  
de m e t t r e  a  sa  p o r té e  l e s  sp e c u la t io n s  p h i lo so p h iq u e s  
de son  t e m p s . . . .  De s a v a n ts  p r o f e s s e u r s  lu i  e n s e ig n e r o n t  
l e s  l e t t r e s  g re c q u e s  e t l a t in e s ,  l e s  s c i e n c e s  m a th é m a t i q u e s ,  
e t  d é v e lo p p e ro n t  en  e l le  c e t  a m o u r  du b e a u ,  qu i f i t  s i  , 
lo n g te m p s  le  c h a r m e  de sa  v ie .
It w as  in  h e r  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d i s c o v e r e d  th e  one w o m an  who th o ro u g h ly
u n d e rs to o d  h i s  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  s in c e r e ly  a d m i r e d  an d  a p p r e c i a t e d  h is
p o e tic  p o te n t i a l i t i e s ,  and  lo v ed  h im  w ith  a  m o t h e r ly  t e n d e r n e s s .  H e
liv ed  in  h e r  h o u se  fo r  tw en ty  y e a r s  (1672 - 1692).
M m e . de L a  S a b l ie re  k e p t  an  open  h o u se  f o r  s c i e n t i s t s ,  p h i lo ­
s o p h e r s  an d  l i t e r a r y  m e n  a t  h e r  "H ô te l  p a r t i c u l i e r "  in  the  " r u e  N e u v e -  
d e s - P e t i t s  C ham ps"  w hich  w as  th e n  s i tu a te d  in  w hat i s  now the  new  p a r t  
of th e  P a r i s h  of S a in t -R o c h .  In th is  a u g u s t  c i r c l e  and  s y m p a th e t ic  
m i l i e u .  L a  F o n ta in e  c a m e  in  c k re c t  c o n tac t  w ith  k in d r e d  s p i r i t s  in to
119. P e l l i s s o n  e t  d 'O liv e t ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 280 .
120. M en jo t d 'E lb e n n e , .  M ad am e  de L a  S a b l ie r e  s e s  p e n s e e s  c h r é t i e n n e s
et s e s  l e t t r e s  a l 'a b b e  de R a n c e ,  P a r i s ,  (P ion ) ,  1923, p .  15.
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w h o se  w ay  of th in k in g  he  h ad  b e en  in i t ia te d  by h is  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  
S a in t - E v r e m o n d ,  a s  w e ll  a s  m e t  m a n y  of h is  f r i e n d s  of V aux  : C h a r l e s  
P e r r a u l t ,  the  fa m o u s  a u th o r  of f a i r y - t a l e s ,  P a u l  B a r  i l l  on who w as  the  
F r e n c h  A m b a s s a d o r  to  E n g lan d  bu t  who w as  o ften  in  P a r i s ,  L o u is  de 
B r a n c a s ,  M . de R o c h e fo r t ,  M. de F o ix ,  I 'a b b e  de C h au l ieu ,  F r a n ç o i s  
d ’U sso n  s e ig n e u r  de B o n re p au x ,  who h a d  b e e n  a good f r ie n d  of F o u q u e t  
and  of the  B o u il lo n s ;  th e n  th e r e  w e r e  such  o th e r  im p o r ta n t  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  
a s  L a u z u n ,  N inon , M en jo t and th e  b r i l l i a n t  M a r q u is  de L a  F a r e  w ith  
w hom  th e  la d y  of the  h o u se  w as  in  lo v e .  A m o n g  th o se  l iv in g  in  h e r  
h o u s e  w ith  L a  F o n ta in e  a s  s p e c ia l  g u e s ts  w e r e  th e  young g e o m e t r i c i a n .  
S a u v e u r ,  who l a t e r  b e c a m e  a  d is t in g u is h e d  m a th e m a t i c i a n ,  h 7
■ -■ h: . '  . QnJ , F r a n ç o i s  B e r n i e r ,  t r a v e l l i n g  s c h o la r ,  s c i e n ­
t i s t  and  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  who w as  to p la y  an  im p o r ta n t  ro le  in  sh ap in g  L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  th ink ing  d u r in g  th i s  p e r io d .  *
L ife  w a s  gay  and  c a r e - f r e e  a m o n g  th is  g ro u p  of l ik e - m in d e d  
m e n  who h e ld  " la  douce v o lu p té "  a s  " la  v a l e u r  s u p r e m e  de l a  v ie "  an d  
w h o se  m o r e  o r  l e s s  d i s c r e e t  im p ie ty  w a s  c o n s id e r e d  by  the  a u th o r i t i e s  
a s  r e l a t i v e l y  l e s s  d a n g e ro u s  to  th e  C h u rc h  and  S ta te  th a n  th e  r e l ig io u s  
d is p u ta t io n s  of th e  J a n s e n i s t s  and  o th e r  d i s s e n t e r s .  B e r n i e r  and  N in o n  
i n s i s t e d  th a t  r e a s o n  should  c o n t ro l  b u t  n e v e r  s t i f le  l e g i t im a te  h u m a n  
p a s s i o n s .
- L e  c e r c l e  de la  ru e  N e u v e - d e s - P e t i t s - C h a m p s  é ta i t  
r é s o lu m e n t  f e r m e  au s to ïc i s m e  c h r é t i e n  qui r é g n a i t  
a  c e t t e  epo q u e . B e r n i e r  e t N inon  é ta i e n t  d 'a c c o r d  
p o u r  e n s e ig n e r  que la  douce  vo lu p té  e s t  l a  v a l e u r  
s u p r ê m e  de la  v ie ,  po u r  r é d u i r e  la  m o r a l e  a  une 
. s a g e s s e  s o u r ia n te .  L a  r a i s o n  ne doit p a s ,  p e n s a i e n t - 
i l s ,  é to u f fé r  l e s  p a ss io n s ,  e l le  a  p o u r  r o le  de le s  
o r d o n n e r ,  e t de le s  u t i l i s e r  en  vue  du p lu s  g ra n d  e t 
p lu s  d u ra b le  b o n h e u r .
T h e  s u p p e r  p a r t i e s  h e ld  h e r e  w e r e  e x t r e m e l y  b r i l l i a n t ,  an d  d i s c u s s io n s  
r a n g e d  f r o m  m e ta p h y s ic s  and  the  new  c a r t e s i a n i s m  to  l i t e r a t u r e  and  
p o l i t i c s ,  a l l  s u b je c ts  b e in g  t r e a t e d  w ith  i r o n i c a l  f a c i l i ty .  A s  th e  ev en in g  
p r o g r e s s e d  and  w ine c i r c u la te d ,  th e  c o n v e r s a t io n  b e c a m e  m o r e  in t im a te ;  
a f f a i r s  of th e  h e a r t  and  v a r io u s  d e g r e e s  of love  w e r e  d i s c u s s e d ,  i n t e r ­
m in g le d  w ith  g o s s ip ,  s c a n d a lo u s  s t o r i e s ,  so n g s ,  o f ten  im p r o v i s e d  to
su i t  the  o c c a s io n  b y  su ch  g u e s ts  a s  th e  abbe  de C h au lieu  and  C h ap e l le ,
121. A d a m , A . ,  H i s to i r e  de la  l i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e  au  XVII® s ie c le ,
P a r i s ,  1954, t . i v ,  p. 18. '
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bctii  of w hom  e x c e l le d  in  th is  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t .  T h e  g e n ia l  and  v o lu p ­
tu o u s  a t m o s p h e r e  w hich  p re v a i le d  d u r in g  th e s e  s u p p e r  p a r t i e s  h a s  
b e e n  s k i l fu l ly  p o r t r a y e d  by L ou is  R o ch e .  He c o m m e n ts  :
II (L a  F o n ta in e )  r e g a r d e  l e s  jo l i e s  f e m m e s  d an s  ce 
d e c o r  b r i l l i a n t  de l u m i è r e s ,  pen d an t que l e s  r i r e s  
g a z o u i l le n t  c o m m e  des  o is e a u x  ou que le s  m e lo d ie s  
d a n s e n t  dans  la  s a l l e .  On f a i t  de la  m u s iq u e  : p o u r  
lu i ,  q u e lle  jo ie l  A p r e s  l e s  c a u s e r i e s  e n jo u e e s  ou 
f in e s ,  v o i la  que s 'e n t r 'o u v r e  le  m o n d e  de s - r ê v e s ,  
d o u c e u r  et v o lu p té .  L e s  p h r a s e s  ry th m e  es  son t 
c o m m e  d e s  ro n d e s ,  ou l e s  yeux b r i l l i a n t s ,  l e s  
é p a u lé s  n u e s  d e s  f e m m e s  r i e u s e s  d a n se n t  dev an t 
lu i .  . O u p lu s  l e n te m e n t  e l l e s  p a s s e n t ,  l a  m a in  dans
la  m a in ,  ch u ch o tan t  d e s  m o ts  qu i son t d e s  c a r e s s e s  :
e t  l e s  v ie u x  s o u v e n i r s  d 'a m o u r ,  l e s  f o l l e s  e s p e r a n c e s  
a g i te n t  so n  c œ u r .  V e r s  d e s  p ay s  lo in ta in s  o u - to u t  e s t  
t e n d r e s s e ,  s o u r i r e  e t l u m i è r e ,  i l  se  l a i s s e  e m p o r t e r  
s u r  l e s  a H es  de la  m u s iq u e ,  - e t  son  â m e  e r r a n t e  « 
s 'e n v o le .
It i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g ,  th e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d i s c o v e r e d  a  k i n ­
d r e d  a f f in i ty  w ith  th i s  c i r c l e  and  s u r r e n d e r e d  h im s e l f  e n t i r e ly  to  it s
in f lu e n c e s .  G iven  the  c h a r a c t e r  of h i s  new  m i l ie u ,  i s  i t  an y  w o n d e r
th a t  th e  fa in t  g l im m e r  of s to ic  i d e a l i s m  w h ich  a p p e a r e d  in  the  w ake of 
th e  p o e m  of S a in t -M a le  q u ick ly  fa d e d  aw ay , le a v in g  in  P a r t  111 of 
the  C o n te Sÿ p u b l is h e d  in  1674, b a r e l y  two y e a r s  a f t e r  h i s  in i t ia t io n  
in to  th e  c i r c l e ,  one of the  l e a s t  d is g u is e d  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of l i t e r a r y  
l i b e r t i n i s m  in  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r a n c e ?  H ow  f a r  th e s e  in f lu e n c e s
p e r m e a t e d  h i s  l i f e  can  a l s o  be s e e n  in  the  l ig h t  of th e  c o n c lu s io n  to
123L e  Songe d 'u n  h a b i ta n t  du MogOl an d  o th e r  s i m i l a r  e p is o d e s  in  th e  
se c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .
T h e  tw e n ty  good y e a r s ,  sp en t in  k lm e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e ' s  
h o u s e ,  in  r e g u l a r  co n tac t  w ith  the  d is t in g u is h e d  m e m b e r s  of h e r  
sa lo n ,  gave  L a  F o n ta in e  an o p p o r tu n i ty  to  s e e  and  h e a r  the  g r e a t  
s c h o l a r s  an d  w o r ld ly  m e n  who s u r ro u n d e d  M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  a t  
f i r s t  h a n d .  T h is  w as  f o r  h im  a g r e a t  s o u rc e  of in te l l e c tu a l  s t i m u l a ­
t io n .  C o m m e n tin g  on the  im p a c t  of su ch  a n  e x p e r ie n c e  on th e  i n t e l ­
le c tu a l  and  s o c ia l  d ev e lo p m en t of th e  poe t,  C la r a c  d e c l a r e s  :
122. R o ch e ,  L o u is ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 245.
123. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 158, F a b l e s , XI, 4, 11, 3 9 -4 0 .
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A u c o n ta c t  d e s  p h i lo so p h e s  e t d e s  s a v a n ts  qui 
f r é q u e n te n t  le  s a lo n  de M m e .  de L a  S a b l iè r e ,  
d e s  c u r i o s i t é s  n o u v e l le s  s 'é v e i l l e n t  dans  son  
e s p r i t .  •
T h i s  w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t r u e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  B e r n i e r
L e  c e l e b r e  o r i e n t a l i s t e . . . .  e n se ig n a  a  son  a m i  
I ' h i s t o i j e  n a tu r e l l e  et I 'a n a to m ie ,  m i t  à  s a  p o r té e  
l e s  s p e c u la t io n s  de D e s c a r t e s  e t l e s  d o c t r in e s  • 
p h i lo s o p h iq u e s  l e s  p lu s  a r d u e s .
B e r n i e r  h a d  t r a v e l l e d  m u c h  in  th e  E a s t e r n  la n d s ,  and  w as  a t  one 
t im e  th e  p e r s o n a l  p h y s ic ia n  to  th e  E m p e r o r  A u ra n g z e b  of H in d u s ta n .  
H e p o s s e s s e d  a  good d e a l  of c o m m o n  s e n s e ,  and , though  a n t i ­
c a r t e s i a n  in  so f a r  a s  he  c o n s id e r e d  D e s c a r t e s '  c o n c lu s io n s  too 
a f f i r m a t iv e ,  h e  d id  n o t a l to g e th e r  a p p ro v e  of the  e a s y  a c c e p ta n c e  of 
the  d o c t r in e  of E p ic u r u s  w hich  w a s  so fa sh io n a b le  w ith  so m e  m o r a ­
l i s t s .  H e c o m p i le d  a n  a b r id g e m e n t  of G a s s e n d i 's  p h ilo so p h y  in  e ig h t  
v o lu m e s  f o r  h is  h o s t e s s ,  f o r  the  d is t in g u is h in g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  
l a t t e r ' s  s a lo n  w a s  i t s  i n t e r e s t  in G a s s e n d i s m .  T h is  g r e a t  G a s s e n d i s t  
s t im u la te d  o u r  p o e t 's  i n t e r e s t  no t on ly  in  th e  d o c t r in e  of h i s  m a s t e r  
b u t  in  th e  o r i e n ta l  m y th s .  T he  l a t t e r  gave L a  F o n ta in e  a b e t t e r  u n ­
d e r s ta n d in g  of th e  f a b le s  of P i lp a i ,  so m e  of w hich  f e a tu r e  in  the  
sec o n d  and  t h i r d  c o l le c t io n s  of f a b l e s .  One e x a m p le  of th is  i s  th e  
fab le  e n t i t le d  L 'E le p h a n t  e t  le  S inge de J u p i t e r . T h e  o r i e n ta l  
c o lo u r in g  of th is  fa b le  is  s e e n  in  the  r e s p e c ta b le  r o le  w h ich  th e  f a b u ­
l i s t  a s s i g n s  to  th e  m o n k e y .  T h i s  a n im a l ,  a c c o rd in g  to  T a v e r n i e r ,  .is 
h ig h ly  r e g a r d e d  am o n g  th e  peop le  of th e  o r i e n ta l  la n d s  a s  a  c r e a t u r e  
endow ed w ith  s o m e  r e a s o n  and fa s h io n e d  to  be  a  f r i e n d  of m a n .  
F o l lo w in g  th i s  b e l ie f ,  th e y  r e s e r v e  fo r  m o n k e y s  a  s o r t  of r e s p e c t  a p ­
p ro a c h in g  r e l ig io u s  v e n e r a t io n ;
O n l e s  r e g a r d e  non  s e u le m e n t  c o m m e  d e s  p e t i t s  
h o m m e s  d o ü es  de r a i s o n ,  qui s 'a b s t i e n n e n t  de 
p a r l e r  p o u r  s 'e x e m p te r  du t r a v a i l ,  m a i s  e n c o r e  
c o m m e  d e s  d iv in i té s  a u x q u e l le s  on r e n d  u n  c u l te  
r e l ig ie u x .  On l e u r  c o n s a c r e  d e s  t e m p le s ,  on l e u r  
e lev e  d e s  s t a tu e s ,  et i l  y a  d e s  f ê t e s  i n s t i t u é e s  en  
l e u r  h o n n e u r .  . .  .O n  l e u r  o ff re  d e s  p r i è r e s  e t  d e s  
s a c r i f i c e s  e t ce s e r a i t  un c r i m e  c a p i ta l  de l e s  
t u e r .  . .  . On^^^^onstruit p o u r  eux d e s  h ô p i ta u x  a 
A m a d a b a t .
IZéù  C la r a c ,  P . ,  L i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e .  C o l le c t io n  diri-gee p a r  C laude 
P ic h o i s ,  P a r i s ,  1969, t . I I ,  p .  190. *
125. M en jo t d 'E lb e n n e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 105.
126. T a v e rn ie r^  V o y a g es ,  P a r i s ,  1676, t . I I ,  p. 44.
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L a  F o n ta in e  a l s o  h a d  o th e r  s o u r c e s  of in fo r m a t io n .  T h e  p e r io d  b e t ­
w een  1670 and  1678 w i tn e s s e d  a s u b s ta n t ia l  p ro l i f e r a t io n  of books  
abou t O r i e n t a l  l a n d s .  In  1670-71 , B e r n i e r  p u b l ish e d  h is  H i s t o i r e  de 
la  d e r n i è r e  r é v o lu t io n  des  E ta t s  du g ra n d  M ogo l; E v é n e m e n ts  p a r t i ­
c u l i e r s .  . .  d an s  l e s  E t a t s  du g ra n d  M o g o l. T h is  w a s  fo llow ed  b y  L a  
Suite  d e s  M é m o i r e s .  . .  s u r  l 'E m p i r e  du g ra n d  M ogol (1671). T he  
s a m e  y e a r ,  1671, saw  the  a p p e a ra n c e  of C h a r d in 's  C o u ro n n e m e n t  de 
S o l im a n  I I I , and  le  F e r e  G a b r ie l  de C h in o n 's  R e la t io n s  n o u v e l le s  du 
L e v a n t . T h e s e  w e r e  fo llow ed in  1673 by D a u l i e r - D e s l a n d e s ' L e s  
B e a u te s  de la  P e r s e , an d  in  167 6 by  th e  tw o -v o lu m e ,  q u a r t o - s i z e d  
ed it io n  of V o y a g e s , p u b l ish e d  by the  c e le b r a te d  t r a v e l l e r  an d  o r i e n ­
t a l i s t ,  T a v e r n i e r ,  who m a d e  s ix  v o y a g es  to  the  E a s t .  B u t B e r n i e r ' s
m a j o r  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  L a  F o n ta in e 's  in te l le c tu a l  g ro w th  is  h i s  d o c t r in e
of a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e ,  b a s e d  upon G a s s e n d i 's  a n t i - C a r t e s i a n  p h i lo s o -
*
phy . G a s s e n d i  b e l ie v e s  in the  e x i s t e n c e  of v a ry in g  d e g r e e s  of i n t e l ­
l ig e n c e  in  b o th  m e n  an d  a n im a l s .  T h is  id e a ,  a s  b r i l l i a n t ly  e x p la in e d  
by  B e r n i e r ,  f a s c in a te d  o u r  poet, who r e a d i ly  ad o p ted  i t  in  h i s  P i s -  '
V . *S,
c o u r s  a  M m e ,  de L a  S a b l i e r e , w h ich  we s h a l l  d i s c u s s  l a t e r .  N ig h t  
a f t e r  n ig h t .  L a  F o n ta in e  l i s te n e d  a t te n t iv e ly  to  th e  d i s c u s s io n s  and  
f a s c in a t in g  s t o r i e s  of o r i e n ta l  la n d s  and  a n im a ls ,  n a r r a t e d  by  h i s  
f r ie n d .
O n s a i t  l ' a t t r a i t  q u 'a v a ie n t  p o u r  L a  F o n ta in e  l e s  
l i b r e s  e n t r e t i e n s .  B ien  d e s  c u r io s i t é s  n o u v e l le s
s 'e v e i l l e r e n t  a lo r s  a  la  s u r f a c e  de son  e s p r i t .
A u s s i  n e  s 'e t o n n e r a - t - o n  p a s  de t r o u v e r  aux  fa b le s  
du s e c o n d  r e c u e i l  une c o u le u r  g a s s e n d i s t e  e t  
o r i e n t a l e ,  d 'y  r e n c o n t r e r  d 'a m u s a n te s  s i lh o u e t te s  de 
b a s s a s ,  de v i z i r s ,  de b r a m in s  e t  ta n t  d 'a l l u s io n s  
aux  a s t r e s ,  aux  d a n g e r s  d e s  g r a n d e g ^ r a v e r s e e s ,  aux  
a f f a i r e s  p u b l iq u e s ,  a  la  d ip lo m a t ie .
T h e  e p iso d e  of L e s  S o u r is  e t le  C h a t -h u a n t  (XI, 9), f o r  e x a m p le  w a s
n a r r a t e d  to  B e r n i e r  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  p r e s e n c e  : A  h o llo w  t r e e  in  the
f o r e s t  of F o n ta in e b le a u ,  u sed  a s  a  n e s t  by  an  owl, h ad  b e e n  found  to
co n ta in  s c o r e s  of m ic e ,  s t i l l  a l iv e  bu t w ith  t h e i r  le g s  b ro k e n  so th a t
th e y  cou ld  no t e s c a p e ,  to g e th e r  w ith  a  s m a l l  s t o r e  of e a r s  of w h ea t
to  k e e p  th e m  a l iv e  and  f a t te n  th e m  up fo r  g ra d u a l  c o n su m p t io n .  O u r
p o e t  w a s  to  quote  th is  e p iso d e  in  s u p p o r t  of h is  a r g u m e n t  a g a in s t
128D e s c a r t e s  th a t  th e  lo w e r  a n im a ls  have  a  m e a s u r e  of in te l l ig e n c e ,
127. C la r a c ,  P .  , L a  F o n ta in e  p a r  lu i - m e m e ,  P a r i s ,  (Seuil), 1967, p . 76 .
128. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p . 161, F a b l e s , XI, 9.
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an d  B e r n i e r  a l s o  r e c o r d e d  it in  h is  A b r é g é  de la  p h i lo so p h ie  de
. 129 ---------------------------- ------------- ---------
G a s s e n d i . In  the  s a m e  w ay , th e  a n ecd o te  of the  P o l i s h  b o u b a k s ,
w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  q u o te s  in  h i s  D is c o u r s  (11. 116 - 135) w a s ,  a c c o r ­
d ing  to  W a lc k e n a e r ,  to ld  to the  p o e t  b y  ye t a n o th e r  m a n  s u p p o se d  to  
h av e  b e e n  one of M m e .  i de L a  S ab lie re 's  s p e c ia l  g u e s t s ,  n a m e ly ,  J e a n  
S o b ie s k i /  • . . • .. . - j , . • - I ‘ .
C 'e s t  adnsi q u ' i l  a  v e r s i f i e  dans  le  p r e m i e r  apo logue  
du d ix iè m e  l i v r e ,  . ce que* J e a n  S o b ie sk i ,  d e p u is  ro i  
de P o lo g n e ,  lu i  av o it  r a c o n té  chez  ^Mme. de L a  
S a b l ie r e  d e s  c a s t o r s  de son  ' p a y s .
W a lc k e n a e r ' s  o b s e r v a t io n  s u g g e s ts  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  a l s o  m e t  J e a n
S o b ie sk i  in  M m e ,  de L a  S a b l i e r e ' s  h o u s e . But  i t  i s  no t c l e a r l y
know n w h e th e r  o r  not S o b ie sk i  r e t u r n e d  to  F r a n c e  f o r  a  s e c o n d  t im e
a f t e r  h i s  f i r s t  v i s i t .  If no t, i t  i s  d if f icu l t  to  im a g in e  how ,o u r  p o e t
cou ld  h av e  m e t  h im ,  f o r  bo th  L o u is  R oche  and  M en jo t  d 'E lbeim ie, who
h av e  m a d e  an  e x h a u s t iv e  s tu d y  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith
M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e ,  a f f i r m  th a t  S o b ie sk i  w as  in  F r a n c e  b e tw ee n
1646 and  1647, w hen  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e  w as  on ly  s e v e n  y e a r s  o ld
132and  w hen  L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f  w a s  s t i l l  tw e n ty - s ix .  N obody  c l a i m s
to  h av e  s e e n  S o b ie sk i  a g a in  in  F r a n c e  b e tw ee n  1669 an d  1685 w hen
s.
M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  sa lo n  f lo u r i s h e d ,  an d  no th ing  in  th e  w o rk s  w e 
h av e  c o n s u l te d  s u g g e s ts  th a t  he  a c tu a l ly  r e tu r n e d  to l iv e  in  h e r  h o u s e .
In fa c t ,  h e  h im s e l f  i s  quo ted  b y  R o ch e  a s  h av in g  d e c l a r e d  in  1678 :
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J 'e t a i s  b ie n  je u n e  quand je  v iv a is  en  F r a n c e . . . .
B u t w hat s t i l l  c a s t s  so m e  doubt on th is  a cc o u n t  ab o u t S o b ie s k i  a r e
c e r t a i n  l in e s  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f  in c o r p o r a t e s  in to  th e  D i s c o u r s
a M m e , de L a  S a b l ie r e  :
• • y
M a is  v o ic i  b eau co u p  p lu s .  E c o u te z  ce r é c i t .
Q ue je  t i e n s  d 'u n  r o i  p le in  de g lo i r e .  *
129. B e r n i e r ,  F . , A b ré g é  de la  p h ilo so p h ie  de G a s s e n d i ,  L y o n ,  1678,
t .  v i i ,  p. 674;
130. W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . G . , Op. C i t . , p . 154. In W a lc k e n a e r 's  1848 e d i t io n
of L a  F o n ta in e 's  F a b l e s , th e " D isc o u rs  a  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e "  
i s  p la c e d  a s  the  f i r s t  fab le  of th e  te n th  book .
131 .  I b id . ,  p.  123 .
132. R o ch e ,  L o u is ,  Op. G i t . , p . 54, no te  2. Gf. M en jo t  d 'E lb e n n e ,
O p. G it. , p . 70, no te  I .
133. R o ch e ,  L o u is ,  O p. G it. p . 54, no te  2 .
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L e  d é f e n s e u r  du N o rd  vous  s e r a  m o n  g a ra n t  :
J e  v a is  c i t e r  un p r in c e  a im é  de l a  V ic to i r e .
Son n o m  s e u l  e s t  un m u r  à  T 'E m p i r e  o t to m a n  : ^^ 4^
C 'e s t  le  r o i  p o lo n a is .  J a m a i s  un r o i  ne m e n t . . . .
T h e s e  l in e s  s u g g e s t  th a t  th e  fa b u l i s t  h e a r d  the  s to r y  of th e  P o l i s h
fox and  b o u b ak s  d i r e c t l y  f r o m  J e a n  S o b ie sk i .  If th e  a s s e r t i o n  th a t
L a  F o n ta in e  did no t m e e t  the  P o l i s h  K ing  i s  a c c e p te d ,  to  w hom  th e n
is  th e  p o e t  r e f e r r i n g  in  th e s e  l i n e s ?  T h e r e  is  no s u g g e s t io n  th a t
th e  f a b u l i s t  e v e r  v i s i t e d  P o la n d  d u r in g  h is  l i fe  t i m e .  A p ro b a b le
so lu t io n  to  th e  p r o b le m  s e e m s  to  be the  s u g g e s t io n  m a d e  b y  G e o rg e s
C outon . In  h is  e d i t io n  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  F a b le s  h e  s p e c u la te s  th a t
th e  f a b u l i s t  m a y  have  h e a r d  th e  s to r y  of the  P o l i s h  b o u b ak s  f r o m
I 'a b b e  C h a u l ie u .  T h e  l a t t e r  w a s ,  a c c o rd in g  to  C outon , a  m e m b e r  of
th e  d e le g a t io n ,  h e a d e d  b y  th e  m a r q u i s  de B é th u n e , w h ich  L o u is  XIV
se n t  to  J e a n  S o b ie sk i  to  pay  h im  t r i b u te  on the  o c c a s io n  of h i s  a c c e s -
«
s io n  to  th e  P o l i s h  th ro n e  in  1674. C o n s id e r in g  C h a u l ie u 's  c lo se
c o n n e c t io n s  w ith  M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  s a lo n ,  i t  so u n d s  p ro b a b le
th a t  he  m a y  h av e  b ro u g h t  th is  s t o r y  f r o m  P o la n d  an d  n a r r a t e d  i t  in
135
o u r  p o e t 's  h e a r in g .  B ut L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f  d o e s  n o t  s a y  so .
T h e r e  s e e m s  to  be  no w ay  of know ing  w hat a c tu a l ly  h a p p e n e d .  In  
a n y  c a s e ,  if  we h av e  to  ch o o se  b e tw e e n  th e  sp e c u la t io n s  of th e  c r i t i c s  
an d  th e  a c tu a l  t e x t s  of th e  a u th o r  h im s e l f ,  w e a r e  in c l in e d  to  r e l y  
m o r e  on th e  l a t t e r  th a n  on the  f o r m e r ^  th a t  i s ,  to  b e l ie v e  th a t  s o m e ­
how L a  F o n ta in e '  w as  p e r s o n a l ly  a c q u a in te d  w ith  J e a n  S o b ie sk i ,  though  
n o t n e c e s s a r i l y  in  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  s a lo n .  B y  th e  y e a r  1647 
w hen  S o b ie s k i  i s  su p p o se d  to  have  le f t  F r a n c e ,  o u r  p o e t  w as  a l r e a d y  
a  young m a n  of 26 y e a r s ,  qu ite  f a m i l i a r  w ith  P a r i s ,  a n d  a b le  to  
m ix  up w ith  v a r io u s  c a te g o r ie s  of peo p le ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  the  co m p an y  
of h is  f r i e n d s  of th e  R ound T a b le .  It i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  h e  m a y  h a v e  
m e t  the  fu tu r e  K ing  of P o la n d  abou t th is  t im e  a n d  p r o b a b ly  h e a r d  
h im  n a r r a t e  th is  e p iso d e  by  w ay  of i l l u s t r a t i o n  to  s o m e  po in t r a i s e d  
in  the  c o u r s e  of a  d i s c u s s io n  in  a  coffee  h o u se  o r  a  c a b a r e t .
134. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 147, F a b l e s , IX, " D i s c o u r s  a  M m e .
de L a  S a b l i e r e " ,  11. 116 - 121.
135. Couton , G e o r g e s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  F a b le s  c h o is i e s  m i s e s  en  v e r s ,
P a r i s ,  ( G a m ie r ) ,  1962, p. 513.
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A nto ine  M en jo t ,  "ce  s in g u l ie r  m é d e c in ,  p h i lo so p h e ,  t h é o lo ­
g ien , h u g u en o t,  so m m e  to u te  h o m m e  de c o e u r  e t d ' e s p r i t " h a d  
a l s o  a c o n s id e r a b le  in te l le c tu a l  in f lu en ce  on L a  F o n ta in e  a t  th i s  t i m e .  
A s  a  G a s s e n d i s t ,  M en jo t  r id i c u le d ,  to  the  g r e a t  e n jo y m e n t  of o u r  p o e t ,  
th e  t h e o r i e s  of D e sc a r te j s  on the  s u b je c t  of a n im a l - m a c h in e ,  w h ich  
he d e s c r i b e s  a s  m e r e  in te l le c tu a l  a c r o b a t i c s  .
J e  l e s  c o n s id é r é  c o m m e  un  s im p le  je u  d 'e s p r i t ,
e t  je  l e s  m e t s  au  r a n g  d e s  c h o s e s  in g é n ie u s e s  137
qui so n t  b ie n  t r o u v é e s  s i  e l l e s  ne  son t p a s  v é r i t a b l e s .
L a  F o n ta in e  a d o p ts  the  s a m e  d is p a r a g in g  tone  in  h is  d i s c u s s io n  of 
th i s  d o c t r in e  in  the  D is c o u r s  à  M m e , de L a  S a b l i è r e , w h e re  h e  e x ­
p r e s s e s  so m e  s u r p r i s e  th a t  D e s c a r t e s ,  th is  m o r t a l  who w ould  h a v e  
b e e n  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  god a m o n g  th e  p a g a n s ,  shou ld  d e s c r ib e  a n im a l s  
a s  m e r e  a u to m a ta .  (11. 54 -55 ) .
*
T h is  p e r io d  w as  c e r t a in l y  one of g r e a t  in t e l l e c tu a l  a c t iv i ty  
f o r  o u r  p o e t ,  th u s  e n s u r in g  f o r  th e  se c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  a
w id e r  h o r i z o n  an d  f r e s h  s o u r c e s  of in s p i r a t io n .  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  now
a s  h ap p y  a s  e v e r .  If th e s e  days  in  M m e .  de L a  S a b l i è r e 's  s a lo n  
w e r e  no lo n g e r  the  m a g ic  d ay s  of V aux , w hen  th e  w o r ld  lo o k e d  so 
fu l l  of p ro m is e  a n d - f a c e s  s e e m e d  l i t  b y  a  m y s te r io u s  r a d ia n c e ,  t h e r e  
w a s  now a c o m p e n s a t in g  p o is e  and  a  k e e n e r  in s ig h t  in to  th e  r e a l i t i e s  
of l i f e .  I t  c a n  th u s  be  s e e n  th a t  th e  s ig n if ic a n ce  of M m e .  de  L a  
S a b l i e r e 's  p a t ro n a g e  w as  e n o rm o u s  f o r  th e  p o e t 's  d e v e lo p m e n t .  F i r s t ,  
i t  g u a ra n te e d  a s te a d y  su p p ly  of h is  n e e d s  th e r e b y  en ab lin g  h im  to  . 
d ev o te  m o r e  t im e  to  in te l le c tu a l  p u r s u i t s .  S econd ly , i t  b ro a d e n e d  
h i s  in t e l l e c tu a l  h o r iz o n  th ro u g h  c o n tac t  w ith  th e  f lo w e r  of F r e n c h  n o ­
b i l i ty  an d  l e a r n e d  a r i s t o c r a c y .  He now  found h im s e l f  d i s c u s s in g  n o t 
o n ly  l i t e r a t u r e  b u t  ph ilo so p h y , s c ie n c e  and  m ed ic in e ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e  
in  h i s  t r e a t m e n t  of th e  " q u in q u in a " .  In  th is  m i l i e u ,  h ig h ly  i n t e l l e c ­
tu a l  and  d iv e r s i f i e d .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a l r e a d y  aw ak e n ed  g e n iu s  r e c e iv e d  
the  g r e a t e s t  s t im u la t io n  a s  w e l l  a s  a t ta in e d  i t s  m a t u r i t y .  T h e  p o e t  
h a s  th u s  co m e  a long  w ay  f r o m  b e ing  the  v i l la g e  p o e t  of C h a te a u -
T h i e r r y  w hom  we m e t  m a n y  y e a r s  ago , and w hose  m a in  p re o c c u p a t io n
136. M en jo t d 'E lb e n n e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 5.
137. M en jo t ,  A n to in e  ( D r . - M e d .  ), L e t t r e  a M. P u e r a r i  s u r  l e s  op in ions
, de M . D e s c a r t e s ;  O p u sc u le s  p o s th u m e s  de M . M en jo t ,  c o n s e i l l e r  
et m é d e c in  o r d in a i r e  du r o i  a  P a r i s ,  A m s te r d a m ,  1697, P a r t  I, 
pp .  115,  118 .
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a p p e a r e d  to  be the  c u l t iv a t io n  of th e  M u se  ju s t  f o r  i t s  own s a k e .  Now 
p o e t r y  s e r v e s  h im  m o r e  a s  a  v e h ic le  f o r  the  c o m m u n ic a t io n  of id e a s  
th a n  a s  an  a m u s e m e n t .  T he  p la in e s t  p h r a s e s ,  th e  h o m e l ie s t  i l l u s t r a ­
t io n s ,  th e  m o s t  e v e r y d a y  to p ic s ,  a r e  now u se d  to in s in u a te  so m e  u s e ­
fu l a n d  e t e r n a l  t r u t h .
A s  a m a r k  of h is  in d e b te d n e s s  to  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  L a  
F o n ta in e  d o es  no t  fa i l  to a t ta c h  h e r  n a m e  to  the  im m o r t a l i t y  of h is  
own f a m e .  In  th e  p o em , d e d ic a te d  to  M . de H a r la y  a t  h e r  in s t ig a t io n ,  
th e  p o e t  in d ic a te s  h is  g ra t i tu d e  to  th is  b e n e f ic e n t  h o s t e s s  and  h i s  i n ­
te n t io n  to  i m m o r ta l i z e  h e r  m e m o r y .
I r i s  m 'e n  a  l ' o r d r e  p r e s c r i t . . . .
C e t te  I r i s ,  H a r la y ,  c ’e s t  l a  d a m e  »
A qui j ’a i  deux t e m p le s  b â t i s ,  138
L 'u n  d a n s  m o n  coeur, l ' a u t r e  en  m o n  l i v r e .
A c c o rd in g ly ,  in  the  m o s t  s o le m n  ev en t  in  h i s  l i f e ,  on the  o c c a s io n  of
h i s  e le c t io n  to  th e  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y ,  h e  r e a d  an  a d d r e s s ,  in  w h ich
he s u r v e y e d  h is  own life  an d  c a r e e r ,  and  p a id  a  w a r m  t r i b u te  to
M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e ,  th u s  a s s o c ia t i n g  h e r  w ith  th e  c l im a x  of h i s  own 
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s u c c e s s .  M any  c r i t i c s  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  n o ta b ly  S a in t - M a r c  G i r a r -
d in , s e e  in  th i s  h o m ag e  no t only M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  s u r e s t  p a s s ­
p o r t  to  im m o r t a l i t y  b u t  the  m o s t  in c o n t ro v e r t ib le  t e s t im o n y  of the  
l a d y 's  r e p u ta t io n  a s  a  w o m an  of c h a r a c t e r  and  l e a r n in g ,  c o n t r a r y  to  
th e  op in io n  h e ld  by  so m e  of h e r  env ious  d e t r a c t o r s .
Ce qui m o n t r e  l 'a s c e n d a n t  que M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e  
a v a i t  d an s  le  m o n d e ,  c ' e s t  q u 'e n  1684, L a  F o n ta in e ,  
le  j o u r  de sa  r e c e p t io n  a  l 'A c a d é m ie ,  n 'h e s i t a  p a s  a  
l i r e  le  d i s c o u r s  en  v e r s  q u ' i l  lu i  a v a i t  a d r e s s e .  Un 
p a r e i l  h o m m a g e  ne se  r e n d  que l o r s q u 'o n  e s t  sur 
d 'a v a n c e  de l ' a s s e n t i m e n t  du p u b lic .
A nd  M en jo t  d 'E lb e n n e ,  who h a s  w r i t t e n  a b io g ra p h y  of M m e . de L a
S a b l i e r e ,  co n c lu d e s  th a t
138. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 492, " A M .  de H a r l a y " .  M . de H a r l a y
w a s  the  g e n e ro u s  " P r o c u r e u r  g é n é r a l  du P a r l e m e n t "  who
lo o k ed  a f t e r  L a  F o n ta in e 's  only  son .
139. Ib id . pp . 490 - 491, D is c o u r s  a  Mme.- de L a  S a b l i e r e , (1684),
11. 36 -  43.
140. S a in t - M a r c ,  G i r a r d in ,  L a  F o n ta in e  e t  l e s  f a b u l i s t e s ,  (N ouvelle
ed it io n ) ,  P a r i s ,  (M iche l L ev y ) ,  1867, t . I ,  p . 306.
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Sa m a t e r n e l l e  a f fe c t io n  p o u r  L a  F o n ta in e  e s t  le  
v r a i  t i t r e  de M m e. de L a  S a b l iè r e  au s o u v e n i r  
r e c o n n a i s s a n t  de la  p o s t é r i t é .
T h e s e  t e s t im o n ie s  p ro v e  the  g re a t  im p o r ta n c e  w hich  n o t on ly  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  h im s e l f  b u t th e  e n t i r e  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r e n c h  s o c ie ty  attachg-d 
to  th e  in f lu en c e  of M m e . de L a  S a b l iè r e  on the  p h y s ic a l  w e l l - b e in g
a n d  in te l l e c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  of the  p o e t .
T h e  id e a  of a t ta c h in g  the  n a m e  of h i s  m o s t  b e lo v e d  p a t r o n  to  
th e  i m m o r t a l i t y  of h is  w o rk  i s  p ro b a b ly  im i ta te d  f r o m  h is  L a t in  m o d e ls ,  
H o r a c e ,  S e n e c a ,  V i r g i l  and  O vid, a l l  e x p r e s s  the  d e s i r e  of a c h ie v in g  
e t e r n a l  re n o w n  in  t h e i r  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t i o n s .  In one of h is  o d e s ,  e n ­
t i t l e d  _F]cegi_m onn^^ H o ra c e  w r i t e s  :
J 'a c h e v e  un  m o n u m e n t  p lu s  que l ' a i r a i n  d u r a b le .
L a  g ra n d e  p y ra m id e  a  m o in s  de m a je s t é ,
A  l 'o n d e  d é v o ra n te  i l  e s t  im p é n é t r a b le ,  *
L e s  v e n ts  ne p o u r r o n t  r i e n  s u r  sa  s o l id i té ,
E l l e  r é s i s t e r a  sous  le s  s i è c l e s  s an s  n o m b re .
O v id  c o n c lu d e s  the  f i f te e n th  Book of h is  M e ta m o rp h o s e s  in  th e  s a m e
143 sto n e .  In  the  tw e n ty - f i r s t  e p is t le  of S e n e c a 's  L e t t r e s  a  L u c i l i u s ,
the  s a m e  w o rk  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  t r a n s l a t e d  in  c o l la b o ra t io n  w ith  h is
c o u s in ,  P i n t r e l ,  th e  L a t in  a u th o r  p r o m i s e s  i m m o r t a l i t y  to  L u c i l i u s .
A s  a  p r e lu d e  to  th is  p r o m i s e ,  S e n e ca  q u o tes  s e v e r a l  m o d e ls  who h a d
w r i t t e n  b e f o r e  h im ,  in c lu d in g  E p ic u r u s ,  w h o se  w o rk  i m m o r t a l i z e s  th e
n a m e  of th e  t y r a n n ic a l  m i n i s t e r ,  Id o m én ée :
J e  m e  r e f e r e  a  E p i c u r e .  E c r iv a n t  a  Id o m é n é e  
p o u r  le  r a m e n e r  d 'u n e  v ie  tou t en  d e h o r s  a une 
g lo i r e  so l id e  et d u ra b le ,  i l  d i s a i t  a  ce m i n i s t r e  
d 'u n  t y r a n ,  qu i m a n ia i t  de g ra n d e s  a f f a i r e s  :
"Si tu  e s  s e n s ib le  a  l a  g lo i r e ,  m e s  l e t t r e s  te 
f e r o n t  m ie u x  c o n n a î t r e  que c e s  g r a n d ^ r s  dont 
tu  e s  av id e  et q u 'o n  h o n o re  en  to i" .
T h e n  he  c i t e s  th e  e x a m p le s  of C ic e ro  who s e c u r e s  e t e r n a l  re n o w n  in
145h is  w r i t i n g s  fo r  A tt icu s ,  and  of V i r g i l  who a l s o  p r o m i s e s  i m m o r ­
ta l i ty  to  two of h is  d e a r ,  b r a v e  f r i e n d s  in  h is  v e r s e s  :
141. M en jo t d 'E lb e n n e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 84.
142. H o r a c e ,  F .  Q . , L e s  O des  d 'H o r a c e ,  T e x te  é ta b l i  e t  t r a d u i t  e n v e r s
p a r  E d o u a rd  B o u re t te ,  P a r i s ,  (Q uantin), 1895, p .  189 (O des,
III, xxx).
143. O v id e ,  M e ta m o r p h o s e s ,  XV, 11. 8 7 1 -879 .
144. S én èq u e , L . A . ,  O p. C i t . ,  t . I ,  p . 111, ( L e t t r e  x x i) .
145. I b i d . , p . 111.
259
C 'e s t  a in s i  que n o t re  V i r g i l e  a p r o m is  une g lo i r e
e t e r n e l l e  a  s e s  deux h é r o s  :
"C ouple  h e u re u x l  Si m e s  v e r s  sont d e s  a n s  r e s p e c te s ,
Vos n o m s  ne m o u r r o n t  po in t p a r  m a  m u s e  c h a n té s .
J e  l e s  f e r a i  d u r e r  ta n t  que la  d e s t in é e  
R e n d r a  R o m e  s o u m ise  aux  d e s c e n d a n ts  d 'E n é e .
In c n n c lu s io n ,  S e n e ca  m a k e s  the  s a m e  p r o m is e  of e t e r n a l  f a m e  to
L u c i l iu s  : .
E h  b ie n l  ce q u 'E p ic u re  a  pu p r o m e t t r e  à 
so n  a m i ,  je  te  le  p r o m e ts ,  L u c i l iu s  : a u p r è s  
de l a  p o s t é r i t é  je  ne s e r a i  p a s  s a n s  c r é d i t ,  
e t  je  p o u r r a i  f a i r e  d u r e r  to n  n om  a v ec  le  m ie n .
D ra w in g  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  th e s e  s o u r c e s .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  a n  a v id  r e a d e r  
of H o r a c e ,  V i r g i l ,  S en eca  and  O vid , a d a p ts  the  s p i r i t  of th e  L a t in
te x ts  to th e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  M m e .  de L a
S a b l i e r e .  T h e r e  i s  a  s t ro n g  r e a s o n  to  su g g e s t  th a t  th e  e a r l i e s t  id e a
of the  i m m o r t a l i t y  of a good l i t e r a r y  w o rk  c a m e  to  o u r  p oe t th ro u g h
h i s  r e a d in g  of V i r g i l  in  p a r t i c u l a r .  A s  e a r l y  a s  1658, th e  d if f icu l t  
p e r io d  of h is  l i t e r a r y  a p p r e n t ic e s h ip ,  w hen he  h a d  l i t t l e  o r  no c o n f i ­
d e n ce  in  h im s e l f ,  an d  b e fo re  he  h a d  ev en  c o l la b o ra te d  in  t r a n s l a t i n g  
S e n e c a 's  w o rk ,  he w a s  a l r e a d y  f a m i l i a r  w ith  the  id e a  of l i t e r a r y  i m ­
m o r t a l i t y ,  f o r  in  th e  d e d ic a to ry  l e t t e r ,  p r e s e n t in g  a  copy  of h i s  
A d o n is  to  F o u q u e t ,  he  e x p r e s s e s  th e  hope th a t  th is  w o rk  w ould  be  i m ­
m o r t a l i z e d  by  b e in g  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  th e  fa m o u s  n a m e  of F o u q u e t .
V o is  de bon  oeil c e t  oeuvre , e t  c o n se n s  p o u r  m a  g lo i r e
Q u ’a v e c  to i  l 'o n  le  p la ce  au  te m p le  de m é m o i r e .
P a r  to i  je  m e  p r o m e ts  un  e t e r n e l  re n o m : .
M e s  v e r s  ne  m o u r r o n t  po in t a s s i s t e s  de to n  n o m .
T h e  h u m b le  tone  of th is  p e t i t io n  p r e s e n t s  a n  in t e r e s t i n g  c o n t r a s t  w ith  
the  co n f id en t  a s s u r a n c e  now b e in g  g iven  to M m e , de L a  S a b l i e r e .  In  
the  in te r v e n in g  p e r io d  b e tw een  1658 and  1685, o u r  p o e t 's  w o r k s  h av e  
b e c o m e  so re n o w n ed  and  th e i r  im m o r t a l i t y  so a s s u r e d  th a t  th e y  no 
lo n g e r  r e q u i r e  a  t h i r d - p a r t y  g u a ra n te e  of t h e i r  p o s t e r i t y .  O n  th e  c o n ­
t r a r y ,  th e y  h av e  now b e co m e  o th e r  p e o p le 's  p a s s p o r t  to  im m o r t a l i t y .  
T h i s  c o n t r a s t i n g  s i tu a t io n  i s  one of the  s u r e s t  p ro o f s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  
in te l l e c tu a l  g row th , s e l f - c o n f id e n c e  and m a tu r i t y .
146. S en eq u e ,  L . A .  Op. C i t . ,  t . I ,  p.111.. - 113.
147. Ib id .  , p . m .
148. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 361, A don is  (D éd ic ac e ) .
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T he  p a r t i c u l a r  im p o r ta n c e  w h ich  the  poet a t t a c h e s  to  th e  i n ­
f lu e n c e  of M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e  on h i s  own s u rv iv a l  an d  in te l l e c tu a l  
d ev e lo p m en t  is  a l s o  ev id en t  f r o m  th e  fa c t  th a t  he d e v o te s  a  w hole  
fa b le  of one h u n d re d  and t h i r t y - f o u r  l in e s  in. the  l a s t  book  of F a b l e s  
to  th i s  w o m a n .  T h e  e p jso d e  of Le C o rb e a u ,  la  G a z e l le ,  la  T o r tu e  e t  
le  R a t  (XII, 15) is  v i r t u a l l y  a n  a l l e g o r i c a l  d r a m a t i z a t io n  of M m e .  de 
L a  S a b l i e r e 's  d o m e s t ic  l ife  an d  h e r  a d v e n tu re  w ith  th e  m a r q u i s  de L a  
F a r e .  A lthough  th is  p a r t i c u l a r  fa b le ,  c l e a r l y  d e d ic a te d  to h e r ,  a p p e a r s  
in  the  tw e lf th  book  of f a b le s ,  i t \w a s , in  fa c t ,  c o m p o se d  m u c h  e a r l i e r  
th a n  I 6 9 3 , th a t  i s ,  b e tw ee n  1679 an d  1684, f o r  i t  w as  p u b l ish e d  f o r  
th e  f i r s t  t im e  in  the  O u v ra g e s  de p r o s e  et de p o é s ie  d e s  s i e u r s  de 
M a u c ro ix  e t de L a  F o n ta in e  w hich  a p p e a r e d  in  1685. I t  c a n  th u s  be  
s e e n  th a t  the  da te  of i t s  p u b l ic a t io n  c o in c id e s  w ith  th e  p e r io d  of th e
' s.
love  c r i s i s  b e tw e e n  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e  and  le  m a r q u i s  de L a  F a r e .
It  h a s  t h e r e f o r e  b e e n  though t p r o p e r  to  t r e a t  th is  fa b le  a s  p a r t  of L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  e x p e r i e n c e s  in  the  h o u se  of th is  b e n e v o le n t  la d y .  In  th e  
f a b le ,  " l a  G a z e l le "  w ould  r e p r e s e n t  M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e  h e r s e l f ,  
th e  c e n t r e  of th e  "douce  s o c ié té " ,  w h ich  s y m b o l iz e s  th e  c i r c l e  a ro u n d  
h e r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th o se  peop le  l iv in g  a m ic a b ly  in  h e r  h o u se  (11. 5 4 -5 7 ) .  
T h e  " Q iie n "  th a t  t r a i l s  the  s c e n t  of th e  " G a z e l le "  w ould  be  l a  m a r ­
q u is  de L a  F a r e ,  in  love  w ith  the  la d y  of th e  h o u se  (11. 6 3 -6 5 ) .  He 
a l s o  r e p r e s e n t s  the  h u n te r  s e e n  a t  the  b a c k g ro u n d  of th e  s t o r y .  In  
th e  s a m e  a l l e g o r i c a l  m a n n e r ,  the  " C o rb e a u "  r e f e r s  to  s o m e  p r iv a te  
in fo r m a n t  to M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  who r e p o r t s  to  h e r  on L a  F a r e ' s  
f l i r t i n g  te n d e n c ie s  and h is  a c t s  of in f id e l i ty  to w a rd s  " la  G a z e l le "
(11. 78 - 87). T h e  " R a t"  i s  u s e d  to  p e r s o n i fy  a  f r i e n d  o r  a n  a d m i r e r  
who p e r s u a d e s  th e  i l l - u s e d  la d y  in  sp ite  of h e r s e l f  to  s e v e r  r e l a t i o n s  
w ith  th e  u n fa i th fu l  lo v e r  (11. 101 -  102). A s  fo r  the  " T o r t u e " ,  s low , 
a p o lo g e t ic  of h is  s h o r t  le g s  (11. 98 - 100), and  c a p a b le  o n ly  of a d ­
v ic e  an d  s u g g e s t io n s  (11. 70 -77 , 127), th is  i s  a  f i t t in g  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n
of L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f  who w as  c o n s ta n t ly  p la g u ed  ab o u t  th i s  t im e  b y  
h is  r e c u r r e n t  r h e u m a t i s m .  T he  c ro w n in g  ep iso d e  of th is  in g e n io u s  
r e f l e c t io n  upon a co m p an y  am ong  w hom  o u r  p oe t h a s  sp en t  th e  b e t t e r  
p a r t  of tw e n ty  y e a r s  is  h is  a s s u r a n c e  to  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e  of 
p r e s e r v i n g  h e r  good n a m e  an d  e x e m p la r y  conduct in  the  w hole  a f f a i r  
a s  long a s  h is  l i t e r a r y  w o rk s  e n d u re .
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J e  v ous  g a r d a i s  un te m p le  d an s  m e s  v e r s :
I l  n 'e u t  f in i  q u 'av e c q u e  l 'u n i v e r s .
D e ja  m a  m a in  en  fonda it  la  d u ré e  
S u r  ce b e l  a r t  q u 'o n t  l e s  D ieux  in v en té .
E t  s u r  le  no m  de la  d iv in i té
Que dans  ce te m p le  on a u r a i t  a d o r é e .
S u r  le  p o r t a i l  j ' a u r a i s  c e s  m o ts  é c r i t s :
PA L A IS  SACRE DE LA D EE SSE IR IS ____
T h is  th u s  fu l f i l s  th e  p r o m i s e  w hich  the  fa b u l i s t  m a d e  ab o u t M m e .  de
L a  S a b l i e r e  in  the  E p î t r e  à M . de H a r la y  (1685). ■
M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  in te l le c tu a l  c i r c l e  c o m p e l le d  h im  to  
r e - e d u c a t e  h im s e l f ,  to  su p p lan t  the  r o m a n t ic  te n d e n c ie s  he h a d  c u l t i ­
v a te d  a t  V aux  w ith  i n c r e a s e d  i n t e r e s t  in  p h ilo so p h y  an d  the  n a t u r a l  
s c i e n c e s .  T h is  w a s  the  ch a llen g e  of the  new  c i r c l e ,  and , in  r e s p o n ­
d ing  to  th i s  c h a l le n g e ,  the  poet w as  ob liged  to r e c o n s i d e r  the  e l e m e n t s  
of kn o w led g e  in  the  l ig h t  of the  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw ee n  a r t  an d  th o u g h t .  
B y  the  t im e  he h ad  b e e n  th ro u g h  th is  p r o c e s s  of r e - e d u c a t io n ,  w h ich  
to o k  th e  b e t t e r  p a r t  of tw en ty  y e a r s ,  he  w as  a l r e a d y  a n  ad ep t ,  a  m o ­
d e l  in  th e  te c h n iq u e  of co m bin ing  c l a r i t y  of though t w ith  a r t i s t i c  
b e a u ty .  In  th is  s e n s e ,  h is  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e  
w a s ,  in  a  w ay , a  f o r m  of s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n .  B e fo re  he  c a m e  u n d e r  
h e r  in f lu e n c e ,  h e  h a d  b e en  a c t iv e ly  p ro d u c t iv e  m a in ly  in  the  s p h e r e  
of th e  im a g in a t iv e  f a c u l t ie s  and  in  th e  c r i t i c i s m  of l i t e r a r y  f o r m s  an d  
r e g u la t io n s .  By th e  t im e  he  had  sp en t  the  f i r s t  s ix  y e a r s  in  h e r  s a ­
lo n ,  an d  e m b a r k e d  upon w r i t in g  the  seco n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  h i s  
p o e t ic  s k i l l  w a s  no t only  p e r f e c t e d .b u t  he  h im s e l f  h ad  b e c o m e  m o r e  
a l iv e  to  th e  c e n t r a l  t r u th  of the  s o c ia l  d e s t in a t io n  of a l l  a r t  an d  a l l  
k n o w le d g e .  He h ad  p re v io u s ly  h ad  a c o h e r e n t  s e t  of op in io n s  an d  . 
id e a s  w h ich  he  e x p r e s s e d  in  p o e tic  m e d iu m , a s  h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  
n o te d .  Now, th e s e  id e a s  have  co m e  in  c o n ta c t  w ith  o th e r  id e a s  an d  
o p in ions  e x p r e s s e d  in  a n o th e r  m e d iu m , an d  w e re  to  b e c o m e  m o d if ie d ,  
b u t  no t s ig n i f ic a n t ly  d i s to r t e d .  T h u s ,  m a n y  of L a  F o n t a i n e ’s id e a s  
in  th e  l a t e r  c o l le c t io n s  of fa b le s  a r e  m a in ly ,  a s  A n to in e  A d a m  h a s  
r ig h t ly  p o in te d  out, th o s e  of M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  c i r c l e .
149.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op.  C i t . ,  p. 169,  F a b l e s , XII, 15,  11. 1 - 8.
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Il e s t  a s s e z  v a in  de c h e r c h e r  dans  te l  ou te l  
o u v ra g e  c o n te m p o ra in  l 'o r i g i n e  de c e s  id é e s .
L a  p h i lo so p h ie  de L a  F o n ta in e  . e s t  c e l le  de
la  s o c ié té  q u ' i l  f r é q u e n te ,  c e l le  des  a m is  de 
M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  c e l le  de B e r n i e r ,  de 
M en jo t ,  de L a  jTare.^^O
T h e  d e g r e e  of m e n ta l  s t im u la t io n  w h ich  th e  p oe t r e c e iv e d  in th i s
c h a l len g in g  an d  in te l l e c tu a l ly  d iv e r s i f i e d  c i r c l e  is  m e a s u r a b l e  on ly  in
t e r m s  of th e  b r e a d th  and  r i c h n e s s  of the  fa b le s  of 1678 and  1693,
w h ich  f i r m l y  an d  in d is p u ta b ly  e s ta b l i s h e d  h is  in te l l e c tu a l  m a t u r i t y .
150.  A d a m ,  A . , Op. C i t . ,  p .  60.
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C H A P T E R  V
IN T E L L E C T U A L  M ATURITY (1678 - 1684)
1. T h e  S econd  C o lle c t io n  of F a b le s
T h e  L a  F o n ta in e  th a t  we a r e  d ea lin g  w ith  a t  th is  s ta g e  is  no 
l o n g e r  th e  s im p le ,  t im id  c o m p o s e r  of o c c a s io n a l  o d e s ,  so n n e ts ,  m a d r i ­
g a ls  a n d  e p i s t l e s  f o r  t h e i r  own s a k e .  We a r e  now c o n fro n t in g  an  in ­
t e l l e c tu a l ,  a  s o c ia l  p sy c h o lo g is t  and m o r a l  p h i lo s o p h e r  who i s  an  a d ep t  
in  a n a ly s in g  v a r io u s  a s p e c t s  of h u m a n  n a tu r e .  T h e  seco n d  c o l le c t io n  
of f a b le s ,  p u b l ish e d  in  1678 - 79, w a s ,  c o n se q u e n tly ,  to  b e c o m e  no t 
only a  m o d e l  of a r t i s t i c  e x c e l le n c e ,  bu t a  s y n th e s i s  of u n iv e r s a l  w i s ­
d o m , d e s e r v in g  the  p e r s o n a l  re c o g n i t io n  of L o u is  XIV. -T h e  new  w o rk  
i s ,  in  th e  w o rd s  of P i e r r e  C la r a c ,  " d 'u n  a i r  e t  d 'u n  to u r  b ie n  d i f f e ­
r e n t . '' T h e  c r i t i c  is  quo ting  the  poe t h im s e l f ,  who u se d  th i s  e x p r e s ­
s io n  in  h i s  " P r e f a c e " .  B u t C la r a c  r e p e a t s  the  p o e t  in  a n  a t te m p t  to  
e x p la in  the  r e a s o n  fo r  th is  d i f f e re n c e  in  " a i r "  a n d  in  " to u r "  b e tw e e n  
the  f i r s t  an d  th e  s e c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  He a t t r i b u t e s  i t  to  the  
m a t u r i t y  of L a  F o n ta in e  u n d e r  th e  in f lu en ce  of the  c i r c l e  of M m e. de 
L a  S a b l i e r e ;
C hez M a r g u e r i t e  de L a  S a b l ie r e  l 'h o r i z o n  de sa  
p e n se e  s ' e s t  é l a r g i . . . .  L e s  fa b le s  d ' i l  y a  dix ans  
s e m b le n t  l é g è r e s  a u p r è s  de c e s  m e d i t a t io n s ,  lo u r d e s  
d 'e x p e r i e n c e ,  d 'u n  a c c e n t  tou t p e r s o n n e l ,  e t  dont la  
g a ie te  ne  d iss im uj.e  q u 'a u  l e c t e u r  d i s t r a i t  l ’a m e r tu m e  
ou la  m é la n c o l i e .
T h is  m a t u r i t y  h a s  o v e rc o m e  the  e m o t io n a l  o u tb u r s t s  of youth  and  the  
t im id i ty  of the  n o n - e x p e r t ,  w hich  c o lo u re d  the  e a r l i e r  w o r k s ,  and  h a s  
e s t a b l i s h e d  in  th e  m in d  of the  p o e t  a h i e r a r c h y  of v a lu e s ,  b a s e d  on a 
c l e a r  a w a r e n e s s  of l im i t a t i o n s ,  a s  r e f l e c te d  in  th e  new  f a b l e s .  T he 
l a t t e r  th u s  c a m e  a s  a c l im a x  of h is  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r ,  f o r  the  su m  to ta l  
of h i s  t a l e n t s  m e e t  in  th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  w o rk .  A s  S a in te -B e u v e  a p tly  
pu ts  i t ,
C 'e s t  d an s  le  sec o n d  R e c u e i l ,  dans  c e lu i  de 1678, 
que L a  F o n ta in e  p a r a î t  a v o i r  a t te in t  a to u te  la  
p lé n itu d e  e t l a  v a r i é t é  de son  gen ie  so u s  la  fo r m e
à la  fo is  la  p lu s  a n im e e ,  la  p lu s  l e g e r e  e t la  p lus
/  ^ 2 s e v e r e .
1. Clarac, P . , L i t t é r a t u r e  f r a n ç a i s e .  C o l le c t io n  d i r ig é e  p a r  C laude  P ic h o i s ,
P a r i s ,  1 9 6 9 , t . I I ,  p. 198.
2 . S a in te -B e u v e ,  L e s  G ra n d s  E c r iv a in s  f r a n ç a i s  • • XVII® s iè c le ,  P a r i s ,
( G a rn ie r ) ,  1927, t . I ,  p . 196.
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H aving  d e fin ed  h is  te c h n iq u e s  and  the  p o e t ic s  of the  g e n re  in
the  e a r l i e r  p r e f a c e s ,  p ro lo g u e s  an d  e p i lo g u e s ,  the  poe t now n e e d e d
no m o r e  th a n  a  b r i e f  " A v e r t i s s e m e n t "  to  d ra w  a t te n t io n  to  th e  m a j o r
c h a n g e s  in  " I ' a i r "  and  " le  to u r " ,  m a d e  in the  new  w o rk .
J ' a i  ju g é  a  p ro p o s  de d o n n e r  à  la  p lu p a r t  de c e l l e s -  
c i un a i r  e t  un to u r  un peu  d i f f é r e n t  de c e lu i  que 
j ' a i ,  donné  aux  p r e m i è r e s ,  ta n t  à  c a u se  de la  d i f fé ­
r e n c e  d e s  s u je t s ,  que p o u r  r e m p l i r  de p lu s  de 
v a r i é t é  m o n  o u v ra g e .  ^
T h e  k e y  w o r d s  in  th is  fo r e w o r d  a r e  " d i f f é r e n c e "  and  " v a r i é t é " ,  b o th
of w h ich  s u g g e s t  th e  v a s t  e x ten t  of the  new  u n iv e r s e  c o v e r e d  b y  th e
f a b le s  of 1678.
T h e  f i r s t  index  of p r o g r e s s  f r o m  the  p r e v io u s  to  th e  p r e s e n t  
c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  is  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw ee n  the  new  and  the  old 
f a b le s  in  th e  a v e r a g e  n u m b e r  of l in e s  d ev o ted  to  e a c h  th e m e .  W h e r e ­
a s  in  th e  e a r l i e r  f a b le s  the  a v e r a g e  len g th  of 124 fa b le s  i s  30 l i n e s ,  
th i s  a v e r a g e  r i s e s  to  40 l in e s  f o r  e ac h  of 87 f a b le s  of the  p r e s e n t  
c o l le c t io n ,  m a n y  of w h ich  a r e  no lo n g e r  fa b le s  a s  such  bu t s e r io u s  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  d i s c o u r s e s .  A s  C la r a c  o b s e r v e s ,  t h e s e  f a b le s  a r e  now 
m a t u r e  r e f l e c t io n s  on v a r io u s  a s p e c t s  of l ife  :
A in s i  b ie n  d e s  f a b le s  de n o t r e  r e c u e i l  ne s o n t - e l l e s  
p lu s  de f a b le s  : " L e s  deux P ig e o n s "  e s t  une e leg ie ;
" T i r c i s  e t  A m a r a n te " ,  une p a s to r a le ;  "L e  m a l  m a r i e " ,  
une  s a t i r e  c o n t re  l e s  f e m m e s  d 'u n  e m p o r te m e n t  r a b e ­
l a i s i e n ;  "L a  F i l l e " ,  un  con te  n a rq u o is  e t  a t te n d r i ;  " L e  
B e r g e r  e t le  R o i" ,  un con te  éd if ian t;  " L e s  S o u h a i t s " ,  
un  co n te  de fe e s ;  "L e  L io n " ,  un  e s s a i  p o li t iq u e ;  " L a  
S o u r is  e t  le  C h a t -h u a n t" ,  une o b s e r v a t io n  de n a tu r a l i s t e ;
"L e  Songe d 'u n  h a b i ta n t  du M ogol" ,  une m e d i ta t io n  ^
p o é tiq u e ;  "L e  P a y s a n  du D a n u b e" ,  un  ta b le a u  d 'h i s t o i r e .
F a b le s  of th i s  n a tu r e  a r e  v e r y  d if f icu l t  to  c o m p o se  b e c a u s e  of t h e i r
d im e n s io n s ,  the  p r e s e n c e  of fo r e ig n  e le m e n ts  and  th e  d e m a n d  th e y
m a k e  on th e  in te l l e c t .  T h a t  L a  F o n ta in e  s u c c e s s f u l ly  e x p lo i te d  the
p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of the  g e n re  to  the  fu l l e s t  in  th i s  m a n n e r  w ithou t undu ly
a l t e r in g  i t s  b a s i c  n a tu r e ,  i s  a  s u r e  s ig n  of th e  m a t u r i t y  of h i s  gen ius,
In d eed , R e n é  K ohn  th in k s  th a t  at th is  s tag e  the  poe t h a s  b e c o m e  "un
sag e  a  I 'e lo q u e n c e  d iv e r s e " .
3. L a  F o n ta in e .  Op: C i t . , - p . 117, F ab le .s , , '-V II . -  X I, ( A v e r t i s s e m e n t ) .
4. C la r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  (H a t ie r ) ,  1959, p. 120.
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L a  F o n ta in e  n ’e s t  p lu s  s e u le m e n t  é c r iv a in ,  a u te u r  
de c o n te s  ou fa b u l is te ;  i l  e s t  c o n te u r ,  au  s e n s  o r i e n ­
t a l  du m o t :  un  s ag e  a 1’e lo q u en ce  d iv e r s e ,  qu i t i e n t  
so u s  le  c h a r m e  de m i l le  r é c i t s  s u c c e s s i f s  un a u d i to i r e  
c a p t iv é .
T he  new  fa b le s  a r e  a l s o  m o r e  la v i s h ly  e n r ic h e d ,  bo th  a r t i s t i c a l l y  a n d  
in te l l e c tu a l ly ,  th a n  the  p re v io u s  o n e s .  F o r  th is  g r e a t e r  e n r i c h m e n t .  
L a  F o n ta in e  a c k n o w le c ^ s  h is  in d e b te d n e s s  m a in ly  to  the  O r ie n ta l  f a b u ­
l is t , . .  P i l p a i .
S e u le m e n t  je  d i r a i  p a r  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  que j ' e n
d o is  la  p lu s  g ra n d e  p a r t i e  à  P i lp a y ,  sage  In d ie n ____
Q u e lq u e s  a u t r e s  m 'o n t  fo u rn i  d e s  s u je t s  a s s e z  
h e u r e u x .
T h e  poe t i s  r e f e r r i n g  h e r e  to th e -v o lu m e  of fa b le s  e n t i t le d  L e  L i v r e
d es  l u m i è r e s ,  ou L a  C onduite  d e s  r o y s , c o m p o se d  by  th e  In d ian  s a g e ,
P i lp a i ,  a n d  t r a n s l a t e d  in to  F r e n c h  in  1644 b y  D avid  Sah id  d 'I s p a h a n .
B ut th is  a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  c o n ta in s  an  e le m e n t  of e x a g g e ra t io n .  In
fa c t  o n ly  16 out of th e  87 fa b le s  of th is  c o l le c t io n  w e re  i n s p i r e d  b y
P i lp a i ;  f o r t y - t h r e e  w e re  b o r r o w e d  f r o m  Æ s o p ,  P h æ d r u s  an d  t h e i r
i m i t a t o r s ,  f ive  f r o m  the  F r e n c h  s t o r y - t e l l e r s  of th e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,  a n d
7fo u r  f r o m  the  w o rk s  of P o u s s in e s .
H o w e v e r ,  th e  do m in an t tone  of the  new  w o rk  i s  one of u n i ­
v e r s a l i t y ;  the  l e a s t  d e ta i l  now  le a d s  th e  p o e t  to in te l le c tu a l  d i g r e s ­
s io n s ;  he  h a s  a c q u i r e d  a new  g ra v i ty ,  a  g r e a t e r  a i r  of in d ep en d e n c e  
an d  m e d i ta t iv e  e a s e .  H is  in d e b te d n e s s  to  O r i e n t a l  s o u r c e s  sh ou ld  be  
v ie w ed  in  the  l ig h t  of th e s e  new  d im e n s io n s  r a t h e r  th a n  f r o m  th e  a c ­
tu a l  n u m b e r  of f a b le s  b o r r o w e d  f r o m  P i l p a i .  T h u s ,  fo llow ing  th e  p a t ­
t e r n  of O r ie n ta l  s t o r i e s ,  m o r a l i t y  i s  now s u b o rd in a te d  to  p e n e t r a t i n g  
p s y c h o lo g ic a l  o b s e r v a t io n s  on the  h u m a n  co n d it io n .  W ith a  g r e a t e r  
s e n s e  of in d e p e n d e n c e ,  b o r n  of p r o f e s s i o n a l  co n f id en ce .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  
ju d g e m e n t  b e c a m e  m o r e  su b jec t iv e  and  d iv e r s i f i e d ,  th u s  en ab l in g  h im  
to  r e f l e c t  upon the  b u rn in g  s o c ia l ,  p o l i t ic a l  and  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  q u e s t io n s  
of th e  d a y .  U s u a l ly  an  ad ep t  a t  s e n s in g  th e  o v e r a l l  p u ls e  of h is  
m i l i e u ,  he in te n s i f ie d  h is  e f fo r t  to  in je c t  h is  f in d in g s  in  a  m o r e  p e r ­
so n a l  m a n n e r  in to  h is  p o e t ry ,  and  to  r e a f f i r m ,  m o d ify  o r  e n t i r e ly  r e ­
p u d ia te ,  in  the  l ig h t  of new  c o n ta c ts  and  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  th e  id e a s  he
5. K ohn , R . , L e  Gout de L a  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  1962, p . 185.
6. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 117.
7. B o rn e o  que. P . ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 71.
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h e ld  in  h is  e a r l i e r  w o rk s .  E v e ry th in g  is  now e n c o m p a s s e d  b y  l i m i t s ,  
b u t  t h e s e  l im i t s  a r e  b y  no m e a n s  r e s t r i c t i v e .  T h e y  a r e  m e r e l y  m o r e  
r e a l i s t i c ,  su b je c te d  to d e e p e r  though t and  e x p r e s s e d  m o r e  p h i lo s o p h i ­
c a l ly  o r  in  a m o r e  c o m p e l l in g  m a n n e r .  We s h a l l ,  in  th is  c h a p te r ,  
a t t e m p t  to  e x a m in e  th e  tn a n i f e s t a t io n  of th e s e  t r a i t s  of m a t u r i t y  in  
th e  sec o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  w ith  a n  eye  on th e  in f lu e n c e s  w h ic h  
c o m b in e d  w ith  th e  im p a c t  of M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  s a lo n  to  b r i n g '
•about th i s  m a t u r i t y .
W ith r e g a r d  to  h is  p o l i t ic a l  th ink ing , the  s o u rc e  of i n s p i r a t i o n  
h a s  s h i f te d .  T h e  h e a t  h a s  coo led  off th e  F o u q u e t  a f f a i r .  N ew  s i t u a ­
t io n s  h av e  d e v e lo p e d ,  g iving r i s e  to  f r e s h  in te l l e c tu a l  s t im u la t io n  a n d  
the  ev o lu t io n  of new  id e a s  and  a t t i tu d e s  in  th e  p o e t .  B a s ic a l ly ,  h e  i s
s t i l l  m o n a r c h i s t ,  a t  l e a s t  f r o m  th e  e v id en ce  of h i s  w o rk ,  b u t  h i s  m o n a r -
*
c h ic a l  th in k in g  a t  th is  t im e  is  s u s ta in e d  by  a  d i f f e r e n t  f o r c e ,  n a m e ly ,  
th e  n a t io n a l  e m e r g e n c y .  T he  te n s e  m i l i t a r y  and  d ip lo m a tic  s i tu a t io n  
in  E u r o p e  of 1677 - 1680 d em an d e d  f id e l i ty  and  su p p o r t  f o r  th e  F r e n c h  
m o n a r c h y  f r o m  e v e r y  lo y a l  F r e n c h  c i t iz e n .  T he  F r a n c o - D u tc h  w a r  w a s  
r a g in g  a t  a  g r e a t  c o s t  in m e n  and  m a t e r i a l  to  F r a n c e .  In 1678, j u s t  
a s  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  b u s y  w ith  the  s e c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  a  d y n a s ­
t ic  a l l i a n c e  w as  abou t to  be co n c lu d ed  b e tw een  the  K ing  of E n g la n d ,  
C h a r le s  II, an d  the  H ouse  of O ra n g e ,  f o r ' i n  O c to b e r  of the  s a m e  y e a r ,  
the  P r i n c e  of O ra n g e ,  who w as  the  so u l  of th e  s t ru g g le  a g a in s t  F r a n c e ,  
m a r r i e d  th e  n ie c e  to  the  K ing of E n g lan d  and  h e i r e s s  a p p a r e n t  to  th e  
B r i t i s h  th r o n e .  T h e  e n t i r e  F r e n c h  d ip lo m a c y  a t  th is  t im e  w a s  t h e r e ­
f o r e  d i r e c t e d  to w a r d s  p re v e n t in g  ’ E n g lan d  ; f r o m  jo in in g  th e  e n e -  ' 
m i e s  of F r a n c e .  A s  a m e m b e r  of the  in te l l e c tu a l  e l i t e .  L a  F o n ta in e  
d id  no t r e m a i n  in d i f fe r e n t  to  th e  n a t io n a l  c h a l le n g e .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  th e  
p o l i t i c a l  and  d ip lo m a t ic  s i tu a t io n  in s p i r e d  h im  w ith  a  f a b le .  In  L e  
P o u v o i r  d e s  F a b l e s , d e d ic a te d  to h is  good f r i e n d ,  th e  F r e n c h  A m b a s ­
s a d o r  in  L ondon , M . de B a r i l lo n  d 'A m o n c o u r t ,  th e  p o e t  a p p e a le d  to  
th e  d ip lo m a t ,  c h a rg in g  h im  to  f o r e s t a l l  the  e f fo r t  to  i s o la te  F r a n c e  :
E m p ê c h e z  q u 'o n  ne nous m e t te
T o u te  l 'E u r o p e  s u r  le s  b r a s .  ^
8. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 128,  F a b l e s , VIII, 4,  11. 1 0 - 1 1 .
2 67
T h is  i s  th e  m a in  th e m e  of the  fab le ;  the  r e s t  of i t  i s  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  
w a rn in g  the  F r e n c h  a t  h o m e  no t to  im i ta te  the  f r i v o l i t y  of th e  a n c ie n t  
A th e n ia n s  and  t h e i r  c a r e - f r e e  a t t i tu d e  in public  a f f a i r s ,  bu t to  tak e  
s to ck  of th e  g r a v i ty  of the  d a n g e r  h o v e r in g  o v e r  th e  n a t io n .  In  the  
fa b le  of L e  L i o n , "S u ltan  L e o p a rd "  r e p r e s e n t s  K ing  C h a r le s  II of 
E n g lan d ;  th e  g e n e ro u s  lion , a  r e l i a b le  f r i e n d  bu t fo r m id a b le  e n em y , 
s y m b o l iz e s  L o u is  XIV; w hile  the  in i t i a l  w e a k n e s s e s  of the  l io n  a l lu d e s  
to  the  t r o u b l e s  of the  " F ro n d e "  d u r in g  the  m in o r i ty  of L o u is  XIV.
T he  f r a m e w o r k  of th is  fa b le  w as  a d ap ted  f r o m  Æ îsop, b u t the  
p o l i t ic a l  a r g u m e n t  w hich  the  poet in fu se d  in to  i t  w a s  b u il t  up f r o m  
in s p i r a t i o n  d ra w n  f r o m  a c o l le c t io n  of s t o r i e s  e n t i t l e d  R e c u e i l  de q u e l ­
qu es  p ie c e s  n o u v e l le s  e t g a la n te s , p u b l ish e d  in  C ologne  in  1667 a n d  r e ­
p r in te d  in  1677. T h e  seco n d  p a r t  of th i s  v o lu m e  c o n ta in s  an  a l l e g o r y
*
in  w h ich  th e  s h re w d  and  v ig i la n t  P r i m e  M in i s t e r  (the F o x ) ,  a d v i s e s
h i s  r o y a l  m a s t e r  (the L ion) on how  b e s t  to r e c o n q u e r  the  l a t t e r ' s
a u th o r i ty  u s u r p e d  b y  m e n  : .
II fa u t  c h a s s e r  de I 'e te n d u e  d e s  t e r r e s ,  ou vous 
v o u d re z  é t a b l i r  v o t re  d o m in a t io n ,  to u s  ceu x  qui 
peu v en t  p r é t e n d r e  a  la  q u a l i té  de r o i s  ou d i s p u te r  
de r a n g  e t  de n a i s s a n c e  av ec  vous; ou p lu tô t  i l  
f a u d r a  t â c h e r  a  l e s  p r e n d r e ,  a p r è s  quoi v ous  en 
e g o r g e r e z  la  p lu p a r t ,  e t vous  en  r e s e r v e r e z  
q u e lq u e s -u n s  que vous t i e n d r e z  dans  v o t r e  s e r a i l ;  
c e u x - c i  s e r v i r o n t  s e u le m e n t  p o u r  ê t r e  t i r e s  l 'u n  
a p r è s  l ' a u t r e  e t m o n te r  s u r  le  t r ô n e  s i  le  d e s t in  
ne  v o u s  donne po in t de l ig n e e .  . .  .
In a d ap t in g  th i s  e p iso d e .  L a  F o n ta in e  c a r e fu l ly  l e f t  out the  s e c t io n s  of
it  w h ich  h a d  l i t t l e  o r  no b e a r in g  w ith  the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o r  th e  id e a s
he w is h e d  to  c o m m u n ic a te ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  i t  would  no t be  in  th e  b e s t
i n t e r e s t  of E n g la n d  to  oppose F r e n c h  p re p o n d e r a n c e .  P a r t i c ip a t i o n
in  a  E u r o p e a n  c o a l i t io n  a g a in s t  F r a n c e  w ould  th e r e f o r e  be  a n  e r r o r  of
ju d g e m e n t  on the  p a r t  of E n g lan d  b e c a u s e  th e  l a t t e r ' s  own
long t e r m  i n t e r e s t s  d em an d e d  t h a t  she r e m a in  a n  a l ly  of L o u is  XIV,
ev en  a t  the  c o s t  of so m e  t e m p .- r a r y  s a c r i f i c e  :
P r o p o s e z - v o u s  d 'a v o i r  le  L ion  p o u r  ^ g ii.
Si v ous  vou lez  le  l a i s s e r  c r a î t r e .
9. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 128, F a b l e s , VIII, 4, 11. 34 - 70.
10. I b id . ,  pp . 1 5 6 -157 , XI, 1, 11. 1 - 51. ^
11. C a lv e t ,  P i e r r e ,  R e c u e i l  de q u e lq u es  p iè c e s  n o u v e l le s  e t g a la n te s ,
C o logne , 1667, 2 èm e  p a r t i e ,  pp . 128 -  154.
12. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 157, XI, 1, 11. 52 - 53.
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T he  p o e t 's  p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e rn  h e r e  and  h is  su p p o r t  f o r  th e  n a t io n a l  s y m ­
bo l a r e  u n d e r s ta n d a b le .  H is  a t t i tu d e  is  in  l in e  w ith  w h a t an y  t r u e  
n a t io n a l i s t  w ould  ex p ec t  of a  m a tu r e  in te l le c tu a l  who h a s  l e a r n t  to  put 
the  n a t io n  b e f o r e  p r iv a te  i n t e r e s t s .  In  su ch  a d e l ic a te  s i tu a t io n ,  w hen  
th e  F r e n c h  n a t io n  w as  f ig h t in g  h e r  w a r  of s u rv iv a l ,  th e  m o n a r c h y  
n e e d e d  a l l  the  h e lp ,  s u p p o r t  and  c o - o p e r a t io n  i t  co u ld  m u s t e r  f r o m  a l l  
lo y a l  s u b je c t s ,  i r r e s p e c t i v e  of the  p e r s o n a l  f a u l ts  of the  f ig u r e  who 
w a s  on the  t h r o n e .  T h u s  L a  F o n ta in e  no t only, k e p t  h i s  p o s i t io n  on the  
s id e  of a u th o r i ty  bu t,  d ra w in g  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  th e  w r i t in g s  of H ip p o ­
c r a t e s ,  he  w en t f u r t h e r  to  q u e s t io n  the  w isd o m  of the  m a x i m ' t h a t  th e  
v o ice  of the  peo p le  is  the  v o ice  of God :
L e  p eu p le  e s t  juge  r e c u s a b le .
E n  q u e l  s e n s  e s t  donc v e r i t a b l e  
Ce que j ' a i  lu  en  c e r t a in  l ie u ,
Que sa  v o ix  e s t  l a  vo ix  de D ieu ?  «
H ip p o c r a te s ,  the  p h d c so p h e r-p h y s ic ia n ,  b e l ie v e d  to  be  " le  F e r e  de la  
M e d e c in e " ,  r e c o r d e d  h is  c r u c i a l  m e e t in g  w ith  the  G re e k  s a g e ,  D e m o ­
c r i t u s ,  who w a s  e q u a l ly  r e g a r d e d  a s  " le  c o r p s  de la  s a g e s s e " .  T h e  
l a t t e r  w a s  p ro n o u n c e d  m a d  by  the  S en a te  of the  p e o p le  who s e n t  a 
f r a n t i c  c a l l  to  H ip p o c r a te s  to  com e and  c u r e  h im  :
L e  p lu s  g ra n d  p e r i l  m e n a c e  en  ce  m o m e n t  n o t r e  
c i te ,  H ip p o c ra te ,  en  m e n a ç a n t  un de nos  c i to y e n s ,  
en  qui, p o u r  le  p r e s e n t  e t p o u r  l ' a v e n i r ,  la  v i l le  
v o y a i t  une  g lo i r e  p e r p é t u e l l e . . . .  T a n t  i l  e s t  d evenu  
m a la d e  p a r  l a  g ra n d e  s a g e s s e  q u ' i l  p o s s é d é .  . . .  
q u ' i l  y a  c r a in te  non  p e t i te  que , s i  D e m o c r i t e  p e r d  
la  r a i s o n ,  la  v i l le  d e s  A b d e r i ta in s  ne- so it  v é r i t a b l e ­
m e n t  a b a n d o n n é e .  E n  effe t ,  oub lieux  de to u t  e t 
d 'a b o r d  de lu i - m ê m e ,  i l  d e m e u r e  e v e i l le  de n u i t  
c o m m e  de jo u r ,  r i a n t  de chaque  c h o se  g ra n d e  e t 
p e t i te ,  e t  p e n sa n t  que la  v ie  e n t i e r e  n ' e s t  r i e n . . . .
I l  d it  que l ' a i r  e s t  p le in  de s im u la c r e s ;  i l  é co u té  
l e s  v o ix  d e s  o is e a u x ,  e t m a in te s  fo is  se  le v a n t  de 
n u it ,  s e u l  i l  a l ' a i r  de c h a n te r  d o u c e m e n t  d e s  c h a n ts ;  
d 'a u t r e s  fo is ,  i l  r a c o n te  q u ' i l  voyage  d an s  l ' e s p a c e  
in fin i ,  e t  q u ' i l  y a  d ' in n o m b ra b le s  D e m o c r i t e s  s e m -  
b la b le s  a  l u i . . .  V ien s  donc p ro m p te m e n t  n o u s  s a u v e r . . .
13. L a  F o n ta in e ,  p. 138, Op. C i t . , p. 1 3 8 , 'F a b le s ,  VIII, 26, 11. 4 6 -4 9 .
14. H ip p o c ra te ,  Œ u v r e s  c o m p le te s .  T r a d u c t io n  de L i t t r é  p a ru e  p o u r  la
p r e m i è r e  fo is  chez  B a i l l i e r e  et F i l s  de 1839 a  1861, P a r i s ,  
t .  iv ,  pp . 297 - 298. (4 v o ls .  ).
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A lth o u g h  D e m o c r i tu s  m e r e l y  lau g h ed  a t  the  p e o p le 's  b e l ie f ,  an d  i n ­
s i s t e d  th a t  he  w as  qu ite  n o r m a l ,  p o p u la r  opinion cou ld  not be  ch an g e d .  
It t u r n e d  out f r o m  his-' d i s c u s s io n s  and  su b se q u e n t  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  w ith  
h i s  w o u ld -b e  d o c to r  th a t  the  peop le  w e re  w ro n g  and  D e m o c r i tu s  r ig h t ,  
th u s  p ro v in g  the  f a l s i t y  of m o b  ju d g e m e n t .
 C a r  i l  v io le  l e s  lo is  de la  v é r i t é ,  . . .
C a r  l e s  h o m m e s  n ’a p e r ç o iv e n t  p a s  le  d ro i t  
c h e m in  de la  v e r tu ,  c h e m in  l i b r e ,  un i, où l 'o n  
ne choppe p a s ,  et p o u r ta n t  ou n u l ne v eu t  s 'e n g a g e r ;  
au  l ie u  de c e la ,  i l s  se  j e t t e n t  dans  la  v o ie  r u d e  e t  
t o r t u e u s e ,  m a r c h a n t  p é n ib le m e n t ,  g l i s s a n t ,  t r é b u c h a n t ,  
la  p lu p a r t  m ê m e  to m b a n t ,  h a le ta n t  c o m m e  s ' i l s  
é ta i e n t  p o u r s u iv i s ,  d isp u ta n t ,  en  a v an t ,  en  a r r i é r é .
S e v e r a l  F r e n c h  t r a n s l a t i o n s  of th i s  e p iso d e  e x is t e d  in  F r a n c e  in  th e  
s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y .  Of s p e c ia l  r e le v a n c e  a r e  th e  t r a n s l a t i o n s  by  th e  
p h y s ic ia n ,  B o m p a r t ,  e n t i t le d  C o n fe re n c e s  d 'H ip p o c r a te  e t  de D e m o c r i t e ,  
t r a d u i t e s  du g r e c  en  f r a n ç a i s  a v e c  un c o m m e n ta i r e , p u b l is h e d * in  1632, 
and  a n o th e r  v e r s i o n  b y  C h a r t i e r  w h ich  a p p e a r e d  in  1638. I t  i s  th i s  
l a t t e r  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  is  m o s t  l ik e ly  to  have  c o n su l ted ,  f o r  a p a r t  
f r o m  b e in g  th e  l a t e s t  a v a i la b le  a t  the  t im e ,  i t  h a s  the  m e r i t  of b e in g  
m o r e  fa i th fu l  to  the  o r ig in a l  G re e k  te x t  th a n  the  v e r s i o n  p u b l is h e d  by  
B o m p a r t .  It i s  e q u a l ly  c e r t a in  th a t  he  is  f a m i l i a r  w ith  th e  t h e o r i e s  
of D e m o c r i tu s  h im s e l f ,  f o r  c e r t a i n  l in e s  of h is  f a b le ,  D e m o c r i t e  e t  
l e s  A b d é r i t a i n s , w h ich  a l lu d e  to  the  in f in i ty  of the  n u m b e r  of a to m s ,  
a r e  a  p o e t ic  a t t e m p t  to  s u m m a r iz e  D e m o c r i tu s '  a to m ic  th e o r y .  We 
s h a l l  c o m e  b a c k  to  th i s  l a t e r .  A lthough  L a  F o n ta in e  q u o tes  f r o m  th i s  
s o u r c e ,  h i s  m a in  i n t e r e s t  in  th i s  fa b le  i s  n o t the  a to m ic  th e o r y  of D e ­
m o c r i t u s .  T h e  p oe t i s  m o r e  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  u s in g  th i s  d e ta i l  to  b u i ld  
up h i s  a rg u m e n t  to th e  e ffec t  th a t  the  m a jo r i t y  c a n  o ften  b e  w ro n g  and  
the  m in o r i ty  r ig h t .  H is  a im  h e r e  is  m a in ly  p o l i t i c a l ,  n a m e ly ,  to  
p ro v e  f r o m  the  an a lo g y  of D e m o c r i tu s  th a t  g o v e rn m e n t  by  th e  p eo p le  
w ou ld  be  a  r a b b le  g o v e rn m e n t ,  F r a n c e ,  in  the  o p in ion  of th e  p o e t ,  
co u ld  i l l  a f fo rd  such  a  g o v e rn m e n t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  a  t im e  of n a t io n a l  
e m e r g e n c y .  She shou ld  t h e r e f o r e  s tan d  f i r m ly  by  h e r  K ing . F o l lo w in g  
th i s  s tan d , the  ro le  of the  m o n a r c h y  a s  the  m a in s p r in g  of n a t io n a l  s u r ­
v iv a l ,  w h ich  w a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in  the  f a b le s  of 1668, i s  now r e ­
e m p h a s iz e d  in  th e  ep iso d e  of L a  T ê te  e t la  Q ueue du S e rp e n t  . T h e
15,  H ip p o c r a te ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 308 -  309 .
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m o n a r c h  a s  th e  H ead  of S ta te  h a s  a d i r e c t in g  ro le ;  h i s  p o s i t io n  i s
u n a s s a i la b l e ;  an d  a l l  should  c o - o p e r a t e  w ith  h im  in  the  o v e r a l l  i n t e r e s t
of the  n a t io n ,  f o r  any  d e v ia t io n  f r o m  th is  a t t i tu d e  w ould  be  a  f a ta l
e r r o r  w h ich  w as  bound  to  s p e l l  d i s a s t e r  fo r  the  n a t io n .
M a lh e u re u x  l e s '  E t a t s  to m b é s  dans  son  e r r e u r l ^ ^
G iv en  th i s  c o n tex t ,  the  fab le  of Le  R a t  qui s ' e s t  r e t i r e  du m o n d e  w a s
an  in d ic tm e n t  of the  a c t io n  of the  s e c u la r  c le rg y , who in  1675, r e f u s e d
to c o n t r ib u te  to w a rd s  the  w a r  e f fo r t  a s  L o u is 'X IV  w a s  p r o s e c u t in g
17th e  F r a n c o - D u tc h  w a r .
L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o l i t i c a l  o r ie n ta t io n  a t  th i s  s ta g e  m u s t  no t  be
s e e n  to  m e a n  a b l in d  su p p o r t  fo r  w a r  o r  n a k ed  a g g r e s s io n .  We h a v e
a l r e a d y  n o te d  th a t  t e m p e r a m e n ta l ly ,  he vas a m a n  of p e a c e .  In d eed ,
th e  Ode p o u r  la  P a ix  w as  i n s p i r e d  by  the  p e a c e  of N ÿm egue. T h e
«
poe t c e l e b r a t e s  th i s  ev en t  in  a  tone  w hich  e x p r e s s e s  the  hope  th a t  a f ­
t e r  w a r  and  d e s t r u c t io n ,  fa v o u ra b le  co n d it io n s  w ou ld  now  be  c r e a t e d  
f o r  p e r m a n e n t  p e a c e ,  f o r  th e  a r t s  and  le a r n in g  to  f lo u r i s h  u n d is ru p te d ,  
a s  w as  the  c a s e  in  E n g lan d , w ith  .which he  c o m p a r e s  h i s  own c o u n t r y  :
. . . . P e u p l e  h e u re u x l  quand p o u r ro n t  le s  F r a n ç a i s  
Se d o n n e r ,  c o m m e  vous , e n t i e r s  a c e s  e m p l o i s . . . . ?
G peup le  t r o p  h e u re u x l  quand la  pa ix  v i e n d r a - t - e l l e  
N ous r e n d r e ,  c o m m e  vo u s , tou t e n t i e r s  aux  b e a u x - a r t s ?
A s  a p a c i f i s t ,  a  h u m a n is t  and  a m a tu r e  in te l le c tu a l ,  h e  is  o p p o sed  to  
v io le n t  c o n q u e s ts  and  ty ra n n y .  F o llo w in g  th is  d is p o s i t io n ,  it  w ould  
no t be  w ro n g  to  s e e  in  the  fab le  of L e  P a y s a n  du D anube a  d i s c r e e t  
c o n d e m n a tio n  of the  p o licy  of co n q u es t  and  d e s t r u c t iv e  w a r s  w h ich  w e r e  
am o n g  the  d is t in g u is h in g  f e a tu r e s  of the  r e ig n  of L o u is  XIV. T h i s  p a r ­
t i c u l a r  fab le  is  one of the  im m o r ta l  t e s t im o n ie s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  p o l i ­
t i c a l  s a g a c i ty ,  h i s  u n q u a lif ied  co n d em n a tio n  of ty r a n n y  an d  s o c ia l  i n -  . 
j u s t i c e .  N o th ing  p r o v e s  th is  m o r e  c l e a r ly  th a n  th e  m a t u r e  an d  c o m ­
p e l l in g  m a n n e r  in  w h ich  he  m a k e s  the  p e a s a n t  d e le g a te  of th e  D anube 
la n d s  d ra w  up a c a ta lo g u e  of the  o p p r e s s e d  p e o p le 's  g r i e v a n c e s  a g a in s t  
the  R o m a n  a r m y  of o c cu p a tio n .
16. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 126, F a b l e s , VII, 17, 1. 37.
17. I b id . ,  p. 119, VII, 3.:
18. Ib id , p. 126, VII, 18, 11. 54 - 55, 71 -  72.
271
T é m o in  nous  que punit l a  ro m a in e  a v a r i c e :
R o m e  e s t ,  p u r  nos  f o r f a i t s ,  p lu s  que p a r  s e s  e x p lo i t s .  
L ' i n s t r u m e n t  de n o t re  su p p l ic e .
C ra ig n e z ,  R o m a in s ,  c r a ig n e z  que le  C ie l  q u e lq u e  jo u r  
. N e t r a n s p o r t e  chez  vous  le s  p le u r s  e t la  m i s è r e ;
E t  m e t t a n t  en  nos  m a in s ,  p a r  un ju s te  r e t o u r .
L e s  a r m e s  dont se s e r t  sa  v e n g ea n c e  s e v è r e .
Il ne v ous  f a s s e  en s a  c o le r e .
N os  e sd av es  a v o t re  t o u r .
E t  p o u rq u o i  s o m m e s - n o u s  le s  v ô t r e s ?  Q u 'o n  m e  d ie  
E n  quoi v o u s  v a le z  m ie u x  que cen t  p e u p le s  d i v e r s .
Q u e l  d r o i t  v ous  a  re n d u  m a î t r e s  de l ' u n i v e r s ?
P o u r q u o i  v e n i r  t r o u b l e r  une in n o cen te  v ie ?^ ^
T h is  v e h e m e n t  p r o t e s t  is  fo llow ed  up im m e d ia te ly  w ith  tw e n ty -n in e  
c o m p e l l in g  l in e s  in  w hich  the  p o e t  d e m o n s t r a t e s  h i s  s k i l l  in  o r a t o r y ,  
h is  sound  k n ow ledge  of h u m a n  r ig h t s  and  h i s  u n d e r s ta n d in g  of p o l i t i ­
c a l  p o le m ic s .  In  the  g u ise  of sp ea k in g  f o r  the  in h a b i ta n ts  of the  G e r ­
m a n  la n d s ,  he  a t t a c k s  c o n te m p o r a r y  p o l i t ic a l  v ic t im iz a t io n  a n ^  s o c ia l  
a n o m a l ie s  : the  s y s te m  w h e re b y  th e  r i c h  arid p o w e rfu l  g o v e rn  th e  la w s  
a n d  th e  la w s  g r in d  th e  p o o r ,  the  in e f f ic ie n cy  an d  s c a n d a lo u s  s lo w n e s s  
of the  - lega l m a c h i n e r y ,  the  m e r c i l e s s  e x p lo i ta t io n  of th e  to i l in g  p e a s a n t s  
by  t h e i r  r i c h  an d  in c o n s id e r a te  o v e r lo r d s ,  the  p r e v a le n c e  of in d o le n c e ,  
a v a r i c e  an d  a l l  f o r m s  of c o r r u p t io n  a m o n g  the  ru l in g  c l a s s e s  and  
t h e i r  s c a n d a lo u s  in f lu e n c e s  on th e  m a s s e s  of the  p e o p le .  In  c o n c lu s io n ,  
th e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d ’'d e m a g o g u e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  h is  p o l i t i c a l  c o u ra g e  and  
c o n v ic t io n  by  de fy ing  the  a u th o r i t i e s ,  who h av e  th e  p o w e r  of l i f e  an d  
d e a th  in  t h e i r  , h a n d s ,  to  c ru c i fy  h im  f o r  sp eak in g  out, i f  th e y  w is h .
. . . . C e  d i s c o u r s ,  un peu fo r t ,  .
D oit c o m m e n c e r  a  vous d e p la i r e .
J e  f in i s .  P u n i s s e z  de m o r t
s  2  V
Une p la in te  un  peu t ro p  s in c e r e .
Ju d g in g  f r o m  the  s k i l l  w ith  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  u s e s  th e  e p is o d e  of
L e  P a y s a n  du D anube a s  a p o l i t ic a l  w eapon , ifc- h a s  b e c o m e  q u ite  c l e a r
th a t  the  p oe t h a s  now  g ro w n  to  b e ,  in  the  w o rd s  of A .  C . W a lc k e n a e r ,
a  p r a c t i s e d  o r a t o r
qui, av ec  I 'e lo q u e n c e  d 'u n  D e m o s th e n e ,  f a i t  21
to n n e r  c o n tre  la  ty r a n n ie  le  p a y sa n  du D a n u b e . . . .
T h e  p o l i t ic a l  id e a s  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  pu ts  a c r o s s  in  t h i s  fab le  p la c e
h im  in te l le c tu a l ly  one h u n d re d  y e a r s  a h ea d  of h i s  own c e n tu r y .  It i s
19. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 160, XI, 7, 11. 30 - 42 .
20. I b id . ,  11. 55 - 84.
21 . W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . C . ,  Op. C i t . , p. 150.
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Ifnow e v id en t  th a t ,  le f t  to h W ^ a lo n e ,  he would, in a l l  p o l i t ic a l  m a t t e r s ,
e i t h e r  of d o m e s t ic  o r  fo r e ig n  po licy , p r e f e r  a d ip lo m a t ic  a p p r o a c h  to
v io le n t  and  b r u t a l  c o n q u e s t .  D ip lo m a c y  is  u n d e rs to o d  by  h im  h e r e  to
m e a n  th a t  if the  K ing  m u s t  avo id  m i l i t a r y  c o n fro n ta t io n  and ru le  in
p e a c e ,  he  h a s  to  be faijr to  the  in h a b i ta n ts  of the  c o n q u e re d  l a n d s .
H e m u s t  a l s o  t r y  a s  m u c h  a s  p o s s ib le  to  k e ep  h is  p o te n t ia l  e n e m ie s
p e r p e tu a l ly  d iv id ed  ;
T e n e z  to u jo u r s  d iv is é s  l e s  m é c h a n ts :
L a  s û r e t e  du r e s t e  de la  t e r r e
D epend  de l a .  S em e z  e n t r e  eux  la  g u e r r e .
Ou v o u s  n 'a u r e z  a v e c  eux  n u lle  p a ix .
B ut the  p o l ic y  of d iv ide  and r u le ,  w h ile  be in g  an e ffe c t iv e  in s t r u m e n t  
of f o r e ig n  p o licy ,  is  s e l f -d e fe a t in g  w hen u s e d  a t  h o m e .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  
th e  p oe t d e n o u n ce s  in  eq u a l ly  s t ro n g  t e r m s  the  p e t ty  r i v a l r y  an d  m u ­
tu a l  d e s t r u c t i o n  am ong  th e  a r i s t o c r a t s  d o m e s t ic a te d  a t  the  ro^^al c o u r t ,  
and  c a s t s  a s p e r s i o n s  on t h e i r  c a r e e r  of h y p o c r is y ,  -d e c e i t  and  r a n c o u r :
M e s s i e u r s  l e s  c o u r t i s a n s ,  c e s s e z  de vous d é t r u i r e ;
F a i t e s ,  s i  vous  pouvez, v o t r e  c o u r  s a n s  vous  n u i r e .
L e  m a l  se  r e n d  chez  vous  au q u a d ru p le  du b ie n .
L e s  d a u b e u r s  ont l e u r  to u r  d 'u n e  ou d 'a u t r e  m a n ié r é :
V ous  ê t e s  dans  une c a r r i è r e  
Ou l 'o n  ne se p a rd o n n e  r i e n .
It i s  now e a s y  to  in fe r  f r o m  h is  op in ion  of the  n o b le s  w hy he  c o n t in u e s  
to  p r e f e r  the  K in g 's  c e n t r a l  ru le  to  th a t  of the  fe u d a l  l o r d s .  T h e  l a t ­
t e r  w a llo w ed  in  v in d ic t iv e n e s s  an d  e x p lo i ta t io n  of the  p o o r ,  In d ê ë d  
the  poe t h as .,  now  found, in  an  e p iso d e  w hich  we can  t r a c e  b a c k  only  
to  Æ s o p ,  n a m e ly .  L e  B a s s a  et le  M a r c h a n d , a m e a n s  of e x p r e s s in g  
o v e r t ly  w hat he  f o r m e r l y  su g g e s te d  by  in n u en d o es  in  th e  f a b le s  of 1668:
C ec i  m o n t r e  aux  p ro v in c e s  
Q ue, to u t  c o m p te ,  m ie u x  v au t ,  en  bonne fo i.
S 'a b a n d o n n e r  a que lque  p u is s a n t  ro i .
Que s 'a p p u y e r  de p lu s i e u r s  p e t i t s  p r i n c e s .
O u r  f a b u l i s t  h a s  th u s  b e c o m e  a p o l i t ic a l  t h e o r i s t  an d  a c a u t io u s  d ip lo -
m a t  w hose  m a in  o b jec t iv e  i s  p eace  and  " d e te n te " .  A t  th i s  s ta g e  h e  is
n e i th e r  j u s t  a poe t n o r  the  s im p le  s t o r y - t e l l e r  w hom  w e m e t  m a n y
y e a r s  ago , s t ru g g l in g  to find  h is  fe e t  on the  s l ip p e r y  g ro u n d  of l i t e r a r y
22. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 121, VII, 8, 11. 41 - 44.
23. I b id . ,  p. 128, VIII, 3, 11. 35 - 40.
24. Ib id , p. 135, VIII, 18, 11. 54 - 57.
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a d v e n tu r e .  He h a s  su c c e e d e d  in  co m b in in g  in d is p u ta b le  l i t e r a r y  s u c ­
c e s s  w ith  the  m e r i t  of b e in g  a p o l i t i c a l ly  c o n s c ie n t io u s  in te l l e c tu a l  
w h o se  m o r a l  r e f l e c t io n s ,  v ig i la n c e  and  m a t u r i t y  a r e  m a n i f e s t  in  th e  
s c in t i l l a t in g  w it and  e ru d i t io n  of h is  f a b le s .
T h is  s tag e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  d e v e lo p m en t  a l s o  w i tn e s s e s  a  
b ro a d e n in g  of h is  th in k in g  on e g o ism  to  e m b r a c e  a n o th e r  im p o r ta n t  
m a n i f e s t a t io n  of th i s  p a s s io n ,  n a m e ly ,  p e r s o n a l  p r id e  o r  s e l f - e s t e e m .  
B u t h is  d e m o n s t r a t io n  of the  l a t t e r  is  on ly  a  w ay  of s t r e s s i n g  h i s  p r e ­
v io u s  v ie w s  on th is  s u b je c t .  T h is  t im e ,  i t  i s  in  th e  e p iso d e  of L e  
L io n , le  S inge , e t  l e s  deux A n es  th a t  a  he f in d s  an  i n t e r e s t i n g  a l l e g o r y  
w ith  w hich  to  r e - e m p h a s i z e  h is  e a r l i e r  co n ten t io n  th a t  e g o is m  is  th e  
law  of n a tu r e ,  a  law  f r o m  w hich  no s e n s i t iv e  c r e a t u r e  i s  e x e m p t ,
. . . .  C a r  c 'e s t  le  p e r e ,
C 'e s t  I 'a u t e u r  de to u s  l e s  d é fa u ts  ^
Que l 'o n  r e m a r q u e  au x  an im a u x  
V o u lo ir  que de to u t  po in t ce  s e n t im e n t  v o u s  q u it te .
Ce n ' e s t  p a s  ch o se  s i  p e t i te  
Q u 'o n  en  v ien n e  a bou t en  un jo u r :
C 'e s t  b e au c o u p  de p o u v o ir  m o d é r e r  c e t  a m o u r ,
T h e  id e a  of two a s s e s ,  m u tu a l ly  f l a t t e r in g  e a c h  o th e r ,  w h ich  th e  p o e t  
u s e s  a s  an  i l l u s t r a t i o n  of s e l f - e s t e e m  in  th is  f a b le ,  s u g g e s ts  r e m i ­
n i s c e n c e s  of C le m e n t  M a ro t ,  one of L a  F o n ta in e 's  R e n a i s s a n c e  m o d e l s .  
T h e  e p iso d e  of "D eux  v ie u lx  a s n e s  qui s 'e n t r e g r a t e n t "  and  " s ' e n t r e -  
f l a te n t"  i s  c o n ta in e d  in  one of M a r o t 's  s a t i r i c a l  p o e m s  e n t i t le d
L 'E p l t r e  de F r i p p e l i p p e s , and  c o m p o se d  in  1537 : ;
L 'un  e s t  ung v ieu lx  r e s v e u r  N o r m a n d . . . . ,
L 'a u t r e  ung H ue t de so t te  g r â c e . . . .
Ce H u e t  e t  Sagon se  jouen t;
P a r  e s c r i p t  l 'u n  l ' a u t r e  se  louen t,
• E t  s e m b le n t ,  ta n t  i lz  s 'e n tre f la te n t  26 
D eux v ie u lx  A s n e s  qui s 'e n t r e g r a t e n t .
T h e  l i t e r a r y  a tm o s p h e r e  p r i o r  to the  p u b l ic a t io n  of th e  f a b le s  of 1678 
w a s  w e l l  s u i te d  to  evoke r e m in i s c e n c e s  of M a r o t ' s  s a t i r e ,  f o r  in  
O c to b e r ,  1670, M o l ie re  p u b lish ed  Le. B o u rg e o is  G e n t i lh o m m e . T he  
th i r d  s ce n e  of th e  seco n d  a c t  of th is  c o m ed y  is  d e v o te d  - to  th e  i l l u s ­
t r a t i o n  of the  m a n i f e s t a t io n  of e g o ism  in  peop le  of v a r y in g  w a lk s  of
25. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 158, XI, 5, 11. 10 - 16.
26. M a ro t ,  C . , Œ u v r e s  s a t i r i q u e s ,  ed i t io n  c r i t iq u e  p a r  C . A .  M a y e r ,
L ondon , (Athlone' P r e s s ) ,  1962, j>. 97. . 7 , •. - » - , •
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l i f e .  T h u s  in  a n  a rg u m e n t  b e tw ee n  " M a î t r e  de P h i lo s o p h ie " ,  " M a î t r e  
de M u s iq u e " ,  " M a î t r e  à D a n s e r "  and  " M a î t r e  d ’A r m e s " ,  e a c h  p e r ­
so n ag e  e n d e a v o u rs  to  blow h is  own t r u m p e t  in an  e f fo r t  to  e s t a b l i s h  
th a t  h is  own p r o f e s s io n  is  the  b e s t  in the  w o r ld .  " M a î t r e  d 'A r m e s "  
d e c l a r e s  :
E t  m o i ,  je  l e u r  so u t ie n s  a tous  deux  que l a  s c ie n c e  
de t i r e r  d e s  a r m e s  e s t  la  p lus  b e l le  e t  la  p lu s  
n é c e s s a i r e  de to u te s  le s  s c i e n c e s .
T o  th i s ,  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r  r e t o r t s  :
• E t  que s e r a  donc l a  p h i lo so p h ie ?  J e  vous  t ro u v e  
to u s  t r o i s  b ie n  im p e r t in e n t s  de p a r l e r  d ev an t  m o i  
a v e c  c e t te  a r r o g a n c e ,  e t de d o n n e r  im p u d e m m e n t  
le  n om  de s c ie n c e  a des  choses que l 'o n  ne doit p a s  
m ê m e  h o n o r e r  du n om  d ' a r t ,  e t  qui ne p e u v en t ê t r e  
c o m p r i s e s  que so u s  le  n o m  de m e t i e r  m i s é r a b l e  de 
-g la d ia te u r ,  de c h a n te u r  e t de b a la d in  I ^
Two y e a r s  l a t e r ,  in  1672, L e s  F e m m e s  savant% p r e s e n t e d  a n * id e n t i ­
c a l  s c e n e  in  w hich  so m e  of the  c h a r a c t e r s  ta k e  t u r n s  in  e x h ib it in g  
t h e i r  ego .
L a  F o n ta in e  w a tch ed  bo th  c o m e d ie s  w hich  w e r e  p e r f o r m e d  a t
the  P a l a i s - R o y a l  on th e  2 3 rd  of N o v e m b e r ,  1670, and  th e  11th of
M a r c h ,  1672. In d eed  the  fo llow ing  l in e s  of h is  fa b le  :
T o u te  p r o f e s s i o n  s 'e s t i m e  dans  son  c œ u r .
T r a i t e  l e s  a u t r e s  d ' ig n o r a n te s .
L e s  q u a lif ie  i m p e r t i n e n t e s . . . . ^ ^
a r e  a  d i r e c t  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  a r g u m e n t  b e tw ee n  th e  m e m b e r s  of th e
v a r io u s  p r o f e s s io n s  in  L e  B o u rg e o is  G e n t i lh o m m e . Our p o e t  n o t on ly
r e p e a t s  h i s  f r i e n d 's  c e n t r a l  idea  in  the  com edy , b u t  r e t a i n s  the  v e r y
a d je c t iv e ,  " im p e r t i n e n t s " ,  w hich  he  u s e d .  In  the  s a m e  w ay , th e
ego is t ic ,  c o n te s t  b e tw ee n  T r i s s o t i n  and  h is  r i v a l  in  L e s  F e m m e s  s a v a n te s
is  r e c a l l e d  in  th e s e  l in e s  :
. ■ D eux A n es  qui, p re n a n t  to u r  a  to u r  l 'en cen so i^ r ,
Se lo u o ien t  to u r  a  to u r ,  c o m m e  c 'e s t  la  m a n i é r é . . . .
27. M o l ie r e ,  ' L e  B o u rg e o is  G e n t i lh o m m e , A c te  II, s c e n e  .3»
28. L e s  F e m m e s  s a v a n te s ,  Acte" III, scene, 2 ._  l . ô
29. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 158, XI, 5, 11. 24 - 26.
30. I b i d . , 11. 36 - 37.
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A bout th i s  t im e  too , the  J a n s e n i s t  s c h o la r  and th e o lo g ia n ,  P i e r r e  
N ic o le ,  p u b l ish e d  h is  E s s a i s  de M o ra le  (1671) w hich  t r e a t e d  the  r e ­
la te d  p a s s io n s  of v a n ity ,  p r id e  and  e g o ism . He d i s t in g u is h e s  b e tw e e n  
in n o c e n t  and  c o r r u p t  s e l f - lo v e ,  and  d en o u n ces  the  l a t t e r  a s  b e in g  e x ­
c lu s iv e ,  c r u e l  an d  the  f a th e r  of P r i d e ,  a p h r a s e  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  
r e - e c h o e s  in  h is  fab le  w hen  he d e s c r ib e s  c o r r u p t  a m o u r - p r o p r e  a s  
" le  p è r e . . . .  de to u s  l e s  d é fa u ts "  (XI, 5, 1 .10 ).  P r i d e ,  d e c l a r e s  N i ­
c o le ,  i s  the  m o n s t e r  w hich  a l l  m e n  h a r b o u r  in  t h e i r  b r e a s t s .  But 
e v e r y  m a n  h a te s  th e  s am e  fe e l in g  in  a n o th e r  b e c a u s e  i t  o p p o se s  a n d
l i m i t s  h i s  own. T h e  r e s u l t  of th i s  in n e r  co n f l ic t  i s  b i t t e r  r i v a l r i e s
31in  w h ich  m e n  e n d e a v o u r  to  d e s t r o y  eac h  o th e r .
T h e  d i s c u s s io n  of e g o ism  w as  c a r r i e d  a  s te p  f u r t h e r  by  M a le -
b ra n c h e  in  h i s  D e la  r e c h e r c h e  de la  v é r i t é , p u b l ish e d  in  1675, H is
a p p r o a c h  i s  s t r ik in g ly  m o d e r n .  He su b d iv id e s  e g o is m  in to  loye  of
g r e a t n e s s  an d  lo v e  of p l e a s u r e ,  th u s  s ee in g  the  p a s s io n  a s  a  g r e a t
s t im u la n t  to  m a n  in  h is  a sp ir la t io n  a f t e r  g r e a tn e s s  a n d  in d e p e n d e n c e .
M en, he  a r g u e s ,  d e s i r e  to  have  n e c e s s a r y  b e in g .  T h e y  w an t,  in  a
s e n s e ,  to  be  l ik e  G ods, f o r  it  i s  on ly  God who t r u l y  h a s  b e in g  an d  who
e x i s t s  n e c e s s a r i l y ,  s in ce  a l l  th a t  i s  d ep en d en t  e x i s t s  only b y  th e  w i l l
of h im  on w hom  it  d e p e n d s .  M en  t h e r e f o r e  w ish  f o r  the  n e c e s s i t y  of
th e i r  b e in g  and  f o r  the  p o w er  a n d  in d ep en d en ce  th a t  m a k e  th e m  sa fe
an d  e s t e e m e d  by  o th e r s .
L ’a m o u r - p r o p r e  se peut d iv i s e r  en  deux e s p e c e s ,  
s c a v o i r  en  l 'a m o u r  de la  g r a n d e u r ,  e t  en  l ' a m o u r  
du p l a i s i r ;  ou b ie n  en  l ' a m o u r  de son  ê t r e  e t  de 
l a  p e r f e c t io n  de son  ê t r e ,  e t en  l ' a m o u r  de son  b ie n -  
ê t r e  ou de la  f é l i c i t é .  P a r  l ' a m o u r  de l a  g r a n d e u r  
n ous  a f fe c to n s  la  p u i s s a n c e ,  1'e lev a t io n ,  l ' in d e p e n d a n p e ,  
e t  que n o t r e  ê t r e  s u b s i s te  p a r  l u i - m ê m e .  N ous  d e s i r o n s  
en  que lque  m a n ié r é  d 'a v o i r  l ' ê t r e  n é c e s s a i r e :  n ous  v o u lo n s  
en  un s e n s  ê t r e  c o m m e  d e s  d ieux . C a r  i l  n 'y  a  que 
D ieu  qui a i t  p ro p r e m e n t  l ' ê t r e ,  e t qu i e x i s t e  n é c e s s a i r e ­
m e n t ,  p u isq u e  to u t  ce qu i e s t  dep en d an t n 'e x i s t e  que 
p a r  la  v o lo n té  de ce lu i  dont i l  depend . L e s  h o m m e s  
donc so u h a i tan t  la  n é c e s s i t e  de l e u r  ê t r e ,  so u h a i te n t  
a u s s i  la  p u is s a n c e  et l ' in d ép en d an ce  qui l e s  m e t t e n t  
à  c o u v e r t  de la  p u is s a n c e  d es  a u t r e s .
31. N ic o le ,  P . ,  E s s a i s  de m o r a l e ,  P a r i s ,  . . (e d it io n  de 1713),
32. M ale? ftan ce ,~  d e ^ I a  r e c h e r c h e  de la  v é r i t é ,  P a r i s ,  167 5, p . 401.
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A n  e c le c t i c  l ik e  L a  F o n ta in e  cou ld  not h av e  b e e n  ig n o r a n t  
of the  new  t r e n d  of tho u g h t.  He m u s t  h av e  b e en  a w a r e  of th e  n ew  
d im e n s io n s  w h ich  th e s e  r e c e n t  w o rk s  add ed  to the  id e a  w h ich  L a  
R o c h e fo u c a u ld  e x p r e s s e d  b r i e f ly  in  h is  M a x im e s . N a tu r a l ly ,  the  n ew  
w o rk s  p ro v id e d  the  p o e t  w ith  the  m e ta p h y s ic a l  and  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  s u b ­
s t r u c t u r e  w hich  he  u s e s  in  e n la r g in g  and  r e in f o r c in g  th e  p o s i t io n  h e  
h e ld  on e g o is m  in  the  fa b le s  of 1668, T h u s  in  the  fa b le  of L e  L i o n ,  
le  S inge e t  l e s  deux A n e s , quo ted  e a r l i e r  on, he  e n d e a v o u rs  to  d e m o n ­
s t r a t e  th a t  th e  c o n te m p la t io n  of o n e 's  own w e a k n e s s  an d  im p e r f e c t io n  
y ie ld s  on ly  s o r r o w  and  an  in f e r io r i t y  co m p lex ,  a n d  th a t  i t  i s  in  m a n ' s  
n a tu r e  to  a s p i r e  to  r e m o v e  th e s e  fe e l in g s  e i th e r  b y  d im in is h in g  the  
v a lue  of o th e r s  o r  b y  g iv ing  a s  g r e a t  a  l u s t r e  a s  p o s s ib le  to  h i s  ow n. 
This a s p i r a t i o n  is  e n t i r e ly  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith r e a s o n .  T h e  l a t t e r ,  
a f t e r  a l l ,  d e m a n d s  th a t  a  p e r s o n  shou ld  s e e k  w ha t l e a d s  to  h i s  t r u e  
p ro f i t  an d  p e r f e c t io n .  A nd  p a r t  of th is  is  the  c ra v in g  f o r  fa m e  an d  
the  p r a i s e  of o t h e r s .  A s  e v e ry o n e  i s  d e s i r o u s  to  c o n s e r v e  th e  e s t e e m  
of o th e r s ,  one p e r s o n  w il l  r e a d i ly  d e s t r o y  th a t  of a n o th e r ,  and , a s  th e  
o b je c t  of co n ten t io n  i s  w hat i s  c o m m o n ly  thought to  be  th e  h ig h e s t  good, 
a g r e a t  d e s i r e  a r i s e s  on the  p a r t  of e v e ry o n e  to k e ep  down h is  fe l lo w s  
b y  e v e r y  p o s s ib le  m e a n s .  A nd w h o e v e r  c o m e s  off c o n q u e r o r  b o a s t s  
m o r e  b e c a u s e  h e  h a s  e x a l te d  h im s e l f  th a n  b e c a u s e  he  h a s  in ju r e d  a n ­
o th e r  p e r s o n .  In th is  s e n s e ,  s e l f - e s t e e m  i s  a  d e fe n s iv e  w eap o n  in  
th e  h a n d s  of m a n .
P a r  la ,  v o t r e  p e r s o n n e  au g u s te
N 'a d m e t t r a  j a m a i s  r i e n  en so i
De r id i c u le  n i  d ' in ju s te .
In  th e  l a s t  Book of f a b le s ,  the  poet w ould  t r y  to  i l l u s t r a t e  w ha t u s u a l ly  
fo llow s w hen  th i s  l e g i t im a te  h u m an  p a s s io n  i s  a b u s e d  o r  c a r r i e d  to  e x ­
c e s s .  U n til  th en ,  h is  a p p ro a c h  to  e g o ism  r e m a in s  p o s i t iv e  an d  f o r ­
w a r d - lo o k in g .
M ean w h ile ,  the  m e ta p h y s ic a l  doubt o r  in t e l le c tu a l  s c e p t i c i s m  
w hich  he  m a n i f e s t e d  in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  t e n  y e a r s  e a r l i e r ,  
h a s  now found a new  s o u rc e  of in s p i r a t io n  too , f o r  ab o u t  th is  t im e  
(1674 - 1678), B e r n i e r  who w as  now L a  F o n ta in e 's  c o m p an io n  in  M m e .
33.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op, C i t . ,  p. 158,  XI,  5, 11. 1 3 - 1 9 .
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de L a  S a b l i è r e 's  h o u se ,  w as  a c t iv e ly  invo lved  in r e h a b i l i t a t in g  the  
p h i lo so p h y  of P i e r r e  G a ss e n d i .  T he-..e igh t-vo lum e A b r é g é  de la  p h i lo ­
soph ie  de G a s s e n d i , w hich  he p u b l ish e d  b e tw een  1674 and  1678, is  u n ­
s p a r in g  in  i t s  c o n d em n a tio n  of in te l le c tu a l  p re s u m p t io n ,  ju d ic ia l  a s t r o ­
lo g y  a n d  a s t r a l  p r e d ic t io n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  p r a c t i c e  of the  h o r o s c o p e .
L e  b o n h e u r  ou le  m a lh e u r  de la  v ie  de c h u q u e  
h o m m e  depend  de cen t r e n c o n t r e s  qui n ’ont au cu n  
r a p p o r t  av ec  sa  m a n iè r e  de n a î t r e .  ^4
B e s id e s ,  a r g u e s  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  the  s o - c a l l e d  in f lu en ce  of th e  s t a r s
on h u m a n  co n d u c t  and  d e s t in y ,  i f  i t  e x i s t s  a t  a l l ,  shou ld  h a v e  g e n e r a l
r a t h e r  th a n  p a r t i c u l a r  e f fe c ts ,  s in c e  s t a r s  sh ine  upon e v e r y  m a n .
Q u e lle  que so it  c e t te  a c t io n  d e s  a s t r e s ,  e l le  e s t  
g e n e r a te ,  e t e l le  n 'e s t  c a p a b le  de p r o d u i r e  a u cu n  
e ffe t  p a r t i c u l i e r  q u 'e n  ta n t  q u 'e l l e  se  jo in t  à  l 'a c t i o n  
de que lque  c a u s e  s in g u l i è r e .
In  c o n c lu s io n ,  G a s s e n d i  m a in ta in s  th a t  th e  in f in ite  d is ta n c e  s e p a r a t in g
th e  s t a r s  f r o m  m a n  m a k e  the  id e a  of an y  d i r e c t  c o n ta c t  o r  in f lu en ce
im p r o b a b le .
C o m m e n t  o n t - i l s  ( le s  a s t r o lo g u e s )  donc pu v o i r  et 
c o n s i d é r e r  ce que f a i s a i t  S a tu rn e  l o r s q u ' i l  é ta i t  
a u d e la  du S o le i l ,  e t  q u 'a in s i  i l  é ta i t  c o u v e r t  du 
c o r p s  du S o le i l?  C o m m e n t se  s o n t - i l s  a p e r ç u s  que 
l e s  ra y o n s  de sa  v e r tu  p a s s e n t  au  t r a v e r s  de l a  
m a s s e  du S o le il  p o u r  p o u v o ir  p a r v e n i r  a la  T e r r e ? ^ ^
In  d i r e c t  c o n tac t  w ith  G a s s e n d i s m ,  L a  F o n ta in e 's  in t e l l e c tu a l  
s c e p t i c i s m  r e c e iv e d  f r e s h  s t im u la t io n ,  fo r ,  d raw in g  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m
K  ■
th e  G a s s e n d i s t s ,  g a th e r e d  a ro u n d  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  he  now r e ­
a f f i r m e d  h i s  r e j e c t i o n  of the  t h e o r y  of a s t r a l  in f lu en c es  on h u m a n  c o n ­
d uc t an d  d e s t in y .  E a c h  s t a r ,  c o m e t  o r  an y  o th e r  h e a v e n ly  body , he 
a r g u e s ,  i s  no m o r e  th a n  "un c o r p s  s a n s  c o n n a is s a n c e " ,  w h o se  i n ­
f lu e n c e  sh o u ld  be  the  s a m e  on a l l  m e n .  T h e  poe t h e r e  c h a l le n g e s  
the  " c h a r l a t a n s  e t  f a i s e u r s  d 'H o ro s c o p e "  to  ex p la in  why one of two 
m e n ,  b o r n  u n d e r  the  s a m e  s t a r ,  b e c o m e s  a  K ing an d  the  o th e r  a  
s h e p h e r d .  D oes  th is  d i s p a r i ty  in  fo r tu n e  no t p ro v e  th a t  m a n 's  c o n d i­
t io n  of b e in g  an d  d e s t in y  depend  m o r e  on f a c to r s  of t im e ,  m i l i e u  and  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  th a n  on the s o - c a l l e d  in f lu en c es  of the  s t a r s ,  im a g in e d
34. B e r n i e r ,  F ,  , Op. C i t . , t .  IV, p. 462.
35. I b i d . ,  p . 472.
36. I b id . ,  p. 475.
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by  the  s u p e r s t i t i o u s  c h a r l a t a n s ?  C ould  the  im m u ta b le  la w s  of n a tu r e
be so s la v i s h ly  t i e d  to  the  m o v e m e n t  of the  s t a r s ?
J e  ne  c r o i s  point que la  n a tu r e
Se so it  l ie  l e s  m a in s  et n ous  le s  l ie  e n c o r
J u s  q u 'a n  po in t de m a r q u e r  dans  le s  c ieux  n o t r e  s o r t :
I l  depend  d 'u n e  c o n jo n c tu re  
De l ie u x ,  de p e r s o n n e s ,  de te m p s .
N on  d e s  c o n jo n c t io n s  de to u s  c e s  c h a r l a t a n s .
Ce b e r g e r  et ce r o i  son t so u s  m ê m e  p lan è te ;
L 'u n  d 'e u x  p o r te  le  s c e p t r e ,  e t  l ' a u t r e  l a  h o u le t te :
J u p i t e r  le  v o u la i t  a in s i .
Q ue ' e s t - c e  que J u p i t e r  ? un  c o r p s  s a n s  c o n n a is s a n c e .
D 'o u  v ien t  donc que son  in f lu en ce  
A g it  d i f f é r e m m e n t  s u r  c e s  deux  h o m m e  s - c i  ? ^^
H e r e ,  th e  in s p i r a t i o n  d ra w n  f r o m  G a s s e n d i  i s  r e - i n f o r c e d  b y  r e m i n i ­
s c e n c e s  of th e  a r g u m e n t  ad v an c e d  b y  S a in t A u g u s t in e  in  T h e  C ity  of 
G od . T h e  l a t t e r ' c h a l l e n g e s  the  p r e s u m p tu o u s  m e ta p h y s ic ia n s  an d  a s ­
t r o l o g e r s  to  show  how a  s e t  of tw in s ,  b o rn  a t  the  s a m e  t im e  *and u n d e r  
th e  s a m e  s t a r ,  co m e  to  have  d i f f e r e n t  d e s t in ie s  :
Conapnt se  f a i t - i l  q u ' i l s  n 'a i e n t  j a m a i s  pu e x p l iq u e r  
p o u rq u o i  d an s  la  v ie  de deux  ju m e a u x ,  dans  l e u r s  
a c t e s ,  l e u r  d e s t in e e ,  l e u r  p r o f e s s io n ,  l e u r  m é t i e r ,  
l e u r s  h o n n e u r s ,  d an s  to u te s  l e s  c i r c o n s ta n c e s  de la  
v ie  e t  d an s  l e u r  m o r t  m ê m e ,  on t ro u v e  p re s q u e  
to u jo u r s  une te l l e  d iv e r s i t é  q u 'a  ce po in t de vue  
b e a u c o u p  d 'e t r a n g e r s  ont p lu s  de r a p p o r t s  av ec  eux 
q u ' i l s  n 'e n  ont e u x - m ê m e s  l 'u n  av ec  l ' a u t r e ,  e n c o r e  
q u 'u n  i n te r v a l l e  in f im e  a i t  s é p a r é  l e u r s  n a i s s a n c e s ,  
e t que , l o r s  de l e u r  c o n cep tio n , i l s  a ie n t  e te  e n ­
g e n d re s  au  m ê m e  m o m e n t  p a r  un a c te  u n iq u e?
It  i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s i n g  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  shou ld  quote S a in t  A u g u s t in e 's
e x a m p le .  T h e  p o e t 's  in t im a te  know ledge  of the  C ity  of G o d , fo l low ing
h is  c o l la b o r a t io n  w ith  L o u is  G iry  in  t r a n s l a t i n g  th e  w o rk  in to  F r e n c h ,
h a s  b e e n  d i s c u s s e d  e a r l i e r  in  th is  s tu d y . I t  is  p o s s ib le  th a t  b o th  h e
and  G a s s e n d i  d re w  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  S a in t A u g u s t in e  a s  a  c o m m o n
s o u r c e .
P a r a l l e l  to G a s s e n d i 's  r e f e r e n c e  to  the  im p o s s i b i l i ty  of p e n e ­
t r a t i n g  th e  a s t r a l  u n iv e r s e  by  h u m a n  e y es  i s  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a r g u m e n t  
th a t  the  in f in i te  d is ta n c e  b e tw een  th e  s t a r s  and  th e  e a r t h  r e n d e r s
c la im s  to  an  in t im a te  know ledge  of t h e i r  n a tu r e  and  in f lu en ce  su sp e c t :
37. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 134, VIII, 16, 11. 5 9 -7 0 .
38. S a in t A u g u s t in e ,  Op. C i t . , t . I ,  p . 431.
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P u is  c o m m e n t  p é n é t r e r  ju s q u e  s à n o t r e  m o n d e ?
C o m m e n t  p e r c e r  d e s  a i r s  l a  c am p ag n e  p ro fo n d e ?
P e r c e r  M a r s ,  le  S o le i l ,  e t  d e s  v id e s  s a n s  f in ?
Un a to m e  la  peu t d é to u rn e r 'e n  chem in :
OÙ l ' i r o n t  r e t r o u v e r  l e s  f a i s e u r s  d 'h o r o s c o p e ?
A s s u m in g ,  c o n t in u e s  the  poe t, th a t  th e  im m e n s i ty  of th e  d is ta n c e  
s e p a r a t in g  th e  a s t r a l  u n iv e r s e  f r o m  o u r  p la n e t  p e r m i t t e d  d i r e c t  c o n ­
ta c t ,  a  m o r e  im p o r ta n t  and c o m p le x  q u e s t io n  w ould  s t i l l  n e e d  to  be  
a n s w e r e d  by  th o s e  who c la im  to  r e a d  h u m a n  d e s t in y  f r o m  the  s t a r s .  
How d o es  one e s t a b l i s h  any c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  b e tw e e n  the  im m e a s u r a b l e  
sp e e d  of th e  s t a r s  an d  th a t  of th e  h u m a n  p a s s io n s  w hich  a r e  th e  r e a l  
in f lu e n c e s  on m a n 's  a c t io n s  ? T h e  g r e a t  e r r o r  inv o lv ed  in  th e  i r r e s ­
p o n s ib le  s p e c u la t io n  of the  c h a r l a t a n s  i s  s e e n  f r o m  th e  f a c t  th a t  th e y  
p r e d ic t  s o m e th in g  th a t  n e v e r  a c tu a l ly  h a p p e n s  and  o m it  w hat r e a l l y  
c o m e s  to  p a s s .  If t h e i r  a r t  w e r e  t r u e ,  a r g u e s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  th e y  
shou ld  a t  l e a s t  have  b e e n  ab le  to  f o r e s e e  th e  g e n e r a l  u n r e s t  and  d e ­
v a s ta t in g  w a r s  th a t  s e t  th e  n a t io n  s t a t e s  of c o n te m p o r a r y  E u r o p e  a t  
e a c h  o t h e r ' s  t h r o a t s .
L ' e t a t  ou nous voyons l 'E u r o p e  
M é r i t é  que du m o in s  q u e lq u 'u n  d 'e u x  l ' a i t  p ré v u :
Q ue ne  l ' a - t - i l  donc d î t?  M a is  n u l d ' e u x  ne l'^a su . 
L ' i m m e n s e  e lo ig n e m en t ,  le  po in t, e t  s a  v i t e s s e .
C e l le  a u s s i  de nos  p a s s io n s .
P e r m e t t e n t - i l s  a l e u r  f a ib l e s s e  
De s u iv r e  p a s  a  pas  to u te s  n o s  a c t io n s ?
N o t r e  s o r t  en  depend  : s a  c o u r s e  e n t r e - s u iv i e
Ne v a ,  non  p lu s  que n o u s ,  j a m a i s  d 'u n  m ê m e  p a s . . 40
E v e n  w hen  th e  s p e c u la to r s  c la im  to  h av e  f o r e s e e n  fu tu r e  e v e n ts ,  t h e i r  
g lo o m y  p r e d ic t io n s  do no m o r e  th a n  plunge in n o c en t  m e n  an d  w o m e n  
in to  t r a g i c  a c t io n s ;  th e y  a r e  p r e c ip i t a t e d  in to  s e l f - d e s t r u c t iv e  a c t io n s  
w h ich  do n o th in g  to a l t e r  the  c o u r s e  of d e s t in y .  T h is  po in t i s  a m p ly  
d e m o n s t r a t e d  in  the  c a s e  of the  two ' c h a r a c t e r s  in  L 'H o r o s c o p e , b o th  
of w hom  m e e t  t h e i r  sudden  d ea th  in  the  v e r y  p r e c a u t io n s  ta k e n  to  e n ­
s u r e  t h e i r  s a f e ty  :
On r e n c o n t r e  sa  d e s t in e e  
Souvent p a r  d e s  ch em in  q u 'o n  p re n d  p o u r  l ' e v i t e r . . , .
. . . . E t  c e t te  c h e r e  t ê te .
P o u r  qui l ' a r t  d 'E s c u la p e  en  v a in  f i t  ce  q u ' i l  put.
Dut s a  p e r t e  a  c e s  so in s  q u 'o n  p r i t  p o u r  | j n  s a lu t .
M êm e  p r e c a u t io n  n u is i t  au  poe te  E s c h y le .
39. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 134, VIII, 1 6,11. 7 1 -7 5 .  See a l s o  B e r n i e r ,
O p. C i t . , t .  IV, p . 475.
40. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 134, VIII, 16, 11. 76 - 84.
41 . I b i d . , 11. 1 - 2, 41 -  44.
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It fo l lo w s  f r o m  th is  th a t  the  s o - c a l l e d  a r t  of f o r e s t a l l i n g  the  i r r e v o ­
c ab le  d e c r e e  of d e s t in y  th ro u g h  a s t r a l  p r e d ic t io n s  is  d a n g e ro u s  and
fu ti le  ;
De c e s  e x e m p le s  i l  r é s u l t e  
Que c e t  a r t ,  s ’i l  e s t  v r a i ,  f a i t  t o m b e r  dans  l e s  m a u x  
Que c r a in t  c e lu i  qui le  c o n su lte ;
M a is  je  l ' e n  justifie ,^  et m a in t ie n s  q u ' i l  e s t  f a u x  _
Ce F i l s  p a r  t r o p  c h é r i ,  n i le  b o n h o m m e E s c h y ’ifè,
N y fon t r i e n  : tou t av eu g le  e t m e n te u r  q u 'e s t  c e t  a r t .
Il  p eu t f r a p p e r  au  but une fo is  e n t r e  m i l le ;
Ce son t d e s  e f fe ts  du h a s a r d .
A lth o u g h  L a  F o n ta in e  p ic k ed  up the  f r a m e w o r k  of t h i s  s to r y  f r o m  
Æ1 s o p 's  f a b le s ,  and  th e  in te l le c tu a l  a rg u m e n t  f r o m  S a in t A u g u s t in e  an d  
P i e r r e  G a s s e n d i ,  he  e m b e l l i s h e s  i t  w ith  m a t e r i a l s  d ra w n  f r o m  the  
w o rk s  of the  fa m o u s  h i s to r i a n ,  H e ro d o tu s .  T he  l a t t e r  n a r r a t e s  in  the  
f i r s t  Book of h i s  H i s to i r e s  th e  c u r io u s  ep iso d e  of K ing  C ro e su s ,  who 
is  to ld  in  a  d r e a m  th a t  h is  b e lo v ed  son, and  h e i r  to  th e  th ro n e  of 
L y d ia ,  n a m e d  A ty s ,  w ould  be k i l le d  by  an  i r o n  s p e a r .  P r e o c c u p ie d  
w ith  th is  w a rn in g ,  the  K ing r e m o v e s  a l l  the  j a v e l in s ,  s p e a r s  and  o th e r  
s i m i l a r  i n s t r u m e n t s  f r o m  h is  s o n 's  n e ig h b o u rh o o d , and  ta k e s  a l l  th e  
n e c e s s a r y  p r e c a u t io n s  to  f o r e s t a l l  the  m a t e r i a l i z a t i o n  of th e  o m e n .
B ut in  sp ite  of th e s e  m e a s u r e s ,  h is  son  is  k i l l e d  by  a  s p e a r  m i s t a k e n ­
ly  th ro w n  b y  the  v e r y  g u a rd  of h o n o u r ,  A d r a s t u s ,  who is  p r o te c t in g  
the  p r in c e .
O u r  p o e t  found  in th is  G re e k  s to r y  a n  a p p r o p r ia t e  i l l u s t r a t i o n  
of h i s  c o n te n t io n  th a t  it  is  no t only  d a n g e ro u s  bu t p r e s u m p tu o u s  to  t r y  
to  e s c a p e  the  in e v i ta b le  d e c r e e  of d e s t in y  by  r e s o r t i n g  to  th e  c a s t in g  
of h o r o s c o p e s ,  to  c h i ro m a n c y  an d  to  o th e r  s u p e r s t i t io u s  p r a c t i c e s .
H is  f in a l  p o s i t io n  w ith  r e g a r d  to  th e s e  p r a c t i c e s  i s  c l e a r l y
s ta t e d  in  L e  C ochon, la  C h ev re  et le  M outon  :
. . . . . . Q u a n d  le  m a l  e s t  c e r t a in .
L a  p la in te  n i la  p e u r  ne ch an g en t le  d e s t in ;
E t  le  m o in s  p ré v o y a n t  e s t  to u jo u r s  le  p lu s  s a g e .
42. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  VIII, 16, 11. 55 - 58, 89 -  12.
43. H é ro d o te ,  H i s t o i r e s ,  (I, 34 - 35), T e x te  é ta b l i  e t t r a d u i t  p a r
PH . E . LEGRAND, C o lle c t io n  d e s  U n iv e r s i t é s  de F r a n c e ,  
P a r i s ,  L e s  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ,  1932, pp. 51 -  56.
44. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 132, VIII, 12, 11. 30 -  32.
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In  c o n c lu s io n ,  th e  poe t l a m e n ts  th a t  in  sp ite  of th i s  f a c t ,  in  s p i te  of 
th e  t r u t h  th a t  th e  c o u r s e  of h u m an  h i s t o r y  i s  n e i th e r  r e g u l a r  n o r  p r e ­
d ic ta b le  w ith  a n y  d e g r e e  of p r e c i s io n ,  th e  im p o s to r s  an d  c h a r l a t a n s
..............v e u le n t  au  c o m p as
T r a c e r  le  c o u r s  de n o t r e  viel"^^ '
T h e  above  is  an  in d ic tm e n t  of th e  h a n k e r in g  a f t e r  f o r tu n e ­
t e l l e r s ,  c o n j u r e r s  and q u a c k s .  If  th e s e  im p o s to r s  w e r e  no t p a t r o n iz e d  
by  the  s im p le  c r e d u l i ty  of the  in q u is i t iv e  fo o ls  who su p p o r t  th e m ,  
t h e i r  t r a d e  w o u ld  no t p r o s p e r .  I t  b a f f le s  L a  F o n ta in e  how  an y  m a n  
cou ld  p r e te n d  to  p r e d ic t  the  fu tu re  o r  t e l l  a n o t h e r ’s fo r tu n e ,  w hen  s u c h  
a m a n  k now s a b s o lu te ly  no th ing  of h i s  own. T h a t  th o u s a n d s  of p eo p le  
f a l l  v i c t im s  to  t h e s e  im p o s to r s  i s  bu t a  t in c tu r e  of th e  s a m e  m a j o r
in f i r m i ty  in  h u m a n  n a tu r e ,  n a m e ly ,  a d d ic t io n  to  e r r o r .
✓
L e  coeu r  su i t  a i s e m e n t  I ’e s p r i t :
De c e t t e  s o u rc e  e s t  d e sc e n d u e  * _
L ’e r r e u r  p a ïen n e ,  qui se  v i t  
C hez  ta n t  de p eu p les  ré p a n d u e .
I l s  e m b r a s s a i e n t  v io le m m e n t  
L e s  i n t é r ê t s  de l e u r  c h im e re :
P y g m a l io n  dev in t a m a n t  
De l a  V en u s  dont i l  fut p e r e .
C h acu n  to u rn e  en réalitrésr,
A u ta n t  q u ’i l  peu t,  s e s  p r o p r e s  songes :
L 'h o m m e  e s t  de g lace  aux  v é r i t é s ;
I l  e s t  de feu  p o u r  le s  m e n s o n g e s .
O ne w o n d e rs  w h e th e r  i t  i s  th is  g e n e r a l  law  th a t  e x p la in s  th e  
p o e t 's  a p p a r e n t  c o n t r a d ic t io n  of h im s e l f  w ith  r e g a r d  to  h i s  a t t i tu d e  t o ­
w a r d s  th e  t h e o r y  of a s t r a l  in f lu e n c e s ,  f o r  c e r t a i n  l in e s  in  L e  Songe , 
d 'u n  h a b i ta n t  du M ogol canno t b u t  s u r p r i s e  the  u n w a ry  r e a d e r .  H e r e  
the  poe t s t a t e s  :
Q uand  p o u r r o n t  le s  neuf S oeu rs ,  lo in  d e s  c o u r s  e t  d e s  v i l l e s .
M 'o c c u p e r  to u t  e n t i e r ,  e t  m 'a p p r e n d r e  d e s  C ieu x
L e s  d iv e r s  m o u v e m e n ts  inconnus  a  no s  yeux , ,
L e s  n o m s  e t le s  v e r tu s  de c e s  c l a r t é s  e r r a n t e s
P a r  qui son t no s  d e s t in s  e t no s  m o e u rs  d i f f e r  en te  si
T h e s e  l in e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  l a s t  two, te n d  to  g ive  th e  i m p r e s s i o n
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  i s  now tak in g  th e  d o c t r in e  of a s t r a l  in f lu e n c e s  on
45. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 134, VIII, 16, 11. 85 -  86.
46. I b id . ,  p . 142, IX, 6, 11. 25 - 36.
47. I b id . ,  p. 158, XI, 4, 11. 26 - 30.
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h u m a n  d e s t in y  s e r io u s ly ,  and  th a t  he  i s  th e r e f o r e  c o n t r a d ic t in g  h i m ­
se lf .  B ut is  th i s  r e a l l y  s e l f - c o n t r a d ic t i o n ?  We th in k  no t .  T h e s e
l in e s  m u s t  n o t  be  ta k e n  a t t h e i r  fa c e  v a lu e ,  f o r  th e y  r e p r e s e n t  one
of su ch  s t a t e m e n t s  w hich  the  poet o ften  m a d e  w ith  h i s  tongue  in  h is  
c h ee k .  H e is  h e r e  r id ic u l in g  r a t h e r  th a n  uphold ing  the  d o c t r in e .  T h e  
n ex t  tw o l in e s  to  th e  ones  ^quoted above and  the  two conclud ing  l in e s  
r e v e a l  the  tone  of m o c k e r y  in  w hich  the  w hole  p a s s a g e  is  co u ch ed  :
Que s i  je  ne su is  n é  p o u r  de s i  g ra n d s  p r o j e t s .
Du m o in s  que le s  r u i s s e a u x  m 'o f f r e n t  de doux objets l"^^
C le a r ly ,  " c e s  c l a r t é s  e r r a n t e s " ,  im p ly in g  th e  s t a r s ,  w hose  "n o m s  e t
v e r t u s "  a r e  no t ev en  known, can  h av e  no m o r e  im p a c t  on m a n 's  m o r a l
b e h a v io u r  and  f in a l  d e s t in y  th an  " le s  r u i s s e a u x  d o u x " .  T he  a p p a r e n t
r e g r e t  of no t b e in g  b o r n  u n d e r  a lu ck y  s t a r ,  e x p r e s s e d  in  the  t h i r t y -
f i r s t  l in e  of the  f a b le ,  r e v e a l s  i t s  t r u e  m e a n in g  in  th e  s a t i s f a c t io n■ «
of h av in g  l iv e d  th i s  l i fe  w e ll  enough to  die  w ithou t r e m o r s e ,  e x p r e s s e d
in  the  co n c lu d in g  lin e  s . P u t  s im p ly  and  b r ie f ly ,  th e  p o e t 's  s ta n d  i s
th a t  you do no t n e e d  the  in f lu en ce  of an y  s t a r  in  o r d e r  to  l iv e  a  good
and  h ap p y  l i f e .  In  th e  s a m e  w ay, w hen  L a  F o n ta in e  w r i t e s  in  L a
S o u r is  m e ta m o r p h o s e e  en  F i l l e  :
L e s  â m e s  d e s  s o u r i s  et l e s  â m e s  d es  b e l le s  
Sont t r è s  d i f f é r e n te s  e n t r e  e l l e s .
I l  en  fa u t  r e v e n i r  to u jo u r s  a  son  d e s t in ,
C 'e s t - a - d i r e ,  a  la  lo i  p a r  le  C ie l é ta b l ie .
P a r l e z  au  d iab le ,  em p lo y ez  la  m a g ie .
V ous  n e  d é to u r n e r e z  nu l ê t r e  de sa  f in .
he  i s  n e i th e r  r e f e r r i n g  to  " d e s t in y "  a s  u s e d  by th e  v u lg a r  s p e c u la to r s  
n o r  a d v o c a t in g  r e c o u r s e  to  m a g ic  o r  to  the  d e v i l .  H e i s  s im p ly  w r i ­
t in g  in  a  c o n v en t io n a l  la n g u ag e .  H e av en , " le  C ie l" ,  i s  w r i t t e n  in  
c a p i ta l  l e t t e r s ,  th u s  su g g es t in g  th a t  he m e a n s  "D iv ine  P r o v id e n c e "  o r  
God. O u r  p o e t 's  a t t i tu d e  to  s u p e r s t i t io n  and h i s  in s i s t e n c e  th a t  m a n  
is  n a tu r a l l y  a d d ic te d  to  e r r o r  have  t h e r e f o r e  no t ch an g ed . If a n y th in g ,  
he  is  now  ev en  m o r e  conv inced  th a t  so long a s  h u m a n  r e a s o n  r e m a in s  
in f lu en c ed  b y  th e  im a g in a t io n ,  so long w il l  e r r o r  be in e v i ta b le ,  an d  
the  c la im  to  a  s u r e  know ledge  a s h a m .  It w i l l  be  r e c a l l e d  th a t  G a s ­
sen d i  a l s o  c o n c lu d e s  h is  a rg u m e n t  a g a in s t  D e s c a r t e s  on th is  n o te .
48. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 158, XI, 4, 11. 31 -  32.
49. I b id . ,  11.- 39 -  4 0 .“ .
50. Ib id , IX, 7, 11. 75 -  8D. ■ ^  -
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W hile r e c o g n iz in g  the  s u p e r io r i ty  of r e a s o n  o v e r  th e  s e n s e s ,  he  
s e v e r e l y  l im i t s  the  c a p a c i ty  of th e  f o r m e r  to  a t t a in  a b so lu te  t r u t h .
We s h a l l  r e t u r n  to th is  c o n t r o v e r s y  s h o r t ly .  M ean w h ile ,  i t  i s  h is  
a t t i tu d e  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  ad o p ts  in  the  fab le  of Un A n im a l  d an s  la  
L u n e .
T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  fab le  w a s  i n s p i r e d  by  an  in c id e n t  w h ich  took  
p la c e  in  L ondon  in  1677, a y e a r  b e fo re  th e  p u b l ic a t io n  of the  s e c o n d  
c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  A m e m b e r  of the  R o y a l  . S o c ie ty ,
P a u l  N e a l ,  c la im e d  th a t  y e a r  to  h av e  s ig h te d  an  e n o rm o u s  b e a s t  r e s e m ­
b lin g  a n  e le p h a n t  on the  s u r f a c e  of th e  m o o n .  T h i s  c la im  w as  p u b l i ­
c iz e d  w ith  m u c h  f a n f a r e .  When, h o w e v e r ,  the  t e le s c o p e  w as  d i s ­
m o u n te d  and  o pened , i t  w as d i s c o v e r e d  th a t  w hat the  a s t r o n o m e r  a c ­
tu a l ly  saw  c o n s i s t e d  of no th ing  m o r e  th an  th e  m a g n if ie d  im a g e s  of a
t in y  w ing  of so m e  f ly  and  a  l i t t l e  m o u s e ,  cau g h t up in  th e  le iis  of th e  
51in s t r u m e n t .  T h i s  in c id en t  w as  c a r i c a t u r e d  by  th e  E n g l i sh  p o e t ,  B u t ­
l e r ,  in  a  p o em  e n t i t le d  The E le p h a n t  on the  M o o n . B u t i t  w a s  n o t 
f r o m  h im  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  knew  of the  in c id e n t ,  f o r  the  above p o e m  
w as  only  m a d e  pub lic  in the  p o s th u m o u s  c o l le c t io n  of B u t l e r ' s  v e r s e s ,  
p u b l ish e d  in  1759. O u r  poet h e a r d  of the  s t o r y  f r o m  h is  f r i e n d s  in  
L ondon , n a m e ly ,  S a in t - E v re m o n d  an d  B a r i l lo n ,  th e  F r e n c h  A m b a s s a d o r ,  
bo th  of w hom  w e r e  in  r e g u la r  c o n ta c t  w ith  h im .  C o n v e r te d  in to  th e  
fa b le .  Un A n im a l  d a n s  la  Lune, the  ep iso d e  p ro v id e d  L a  F o n ta in e  w ith  
a su b je c t  of in te l l e c tu a l  m e d i ta t io n  upon th e  w e a k n e s s  o f  th e  s e n s e s  :
N a g u è re  l 'A n g le t e r r e  y v i t  ch o se  p a r e i l l e .
L a  lu n e t te  p la c é e ,  un  a n im a l  n ouveau  
P a r u t  d an s  c e t  a s t r e  s i  beau ;
E t  c h ac u n  de c r i e r  m e r v e i l l e :
Il é ta i t  a r r i v e  l a - h a u t  un c h a n g e m e n t
Q ui p r é s a g e a i t  s a n s  doute un  g ra n d  e v e n e m e n t .
S a v a i t -o n  s i  la  g u e r r e  e n t r e  ta n t  de * p u i s s a n c e s  
N 'e n  é t a i t  po in t l 'e f f e t?  L e  M o n arq u e  a c c o u ru t :
I l  f a v o r i s e  en R oi c e s  h a u te s  c o n n a i s s a n c e s .
L e  M o n s t r e  dans  la  L une  a  son  to u r  lu i  p a r u t .
C 'é t a i t  une S o u r is  c ac h e e  e n t r e  l e s  v e r r e s ;
D an s  la  lu n e tte  é ta i t  la  s o u rc e  de c e s  g u e r r e s .
O n en  r i t .  . . .
I t a l s o  afforded  tiie poet an  o c c a s io n  to  e la b o r a te  h i s  . v ie w s  on th e  r e ­
la t io n  b e tw e e n  r e a s o n  and  the  s e n s e s  in  the  a c q u is i t io n  of know ledge:
51. L eo n , P e t i t ,  L a  F o n ta in e  et S a in t - E v re m o n d  ou L a  T e n ta t io n  de
l 'A n g le t e r r e ,  T o u lo u se ,  1953, pp. 23 - 2 8 .
52. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 126, VII, 18, 11. 42 -  54.
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L a  F o n ta in e  ay an t  a p p r is  la  c h o se ,  on ne s a u r a i t  
s 'é t o n n e r  q u ' i l  s 'e n  so it  a u s s i tô t  s a i s i .  M a is  l 'o n  
pouva it  c r a i n d r e  que l ' id é e  lu i  v î n t  d 'e n c h é r i r  s u r  
l e s  m o q u e r i e s  dont a v a i t  é té  s a lu é e  ce t te  a v e n tu r e  
s a u g r e n u e  d an s  son p ro p r e  p a y s .  S a c h o n s - lu i  g r é  
de n 'e n  a v o i r  r i e n  fa i t .  D ans  l 'a p o lo g u e  q u ' i l  en  a 
t i r é ,  so u s  le  t i t r e  Un A n im a l  d an s  la  lu n e , i l  a  
s u r to u t  vou lu  b r o d e r  s u r  ce s u je t  un d év e lo p p e m e n t  
p h i lo so p h iq u e  v is a n t  l e s  e r r e u r s  im p u ta b le s  à nos  
s e n s ,  e t  que la  r a i s o n  chaque  fo is  e s t  a p p e lé e  à 
c o r r i g e r .
H av in g  now e n te r e d  the  c i r c l e  of g a s s e n d i s m  by  h i s  in i t ia t io n  in to  the  
sa lo n  of M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  found h im s e l f  a t  th e  v e r y  
c e n t r e  of th e  D e s c a r t e s / G a s s e n d i  c o n t r o v e r s y  o v e r  th e  th e o r y  of r e a s o n  
an d  the  s e n s e s ,  w h ich  i n t e r e s t e d  h im  d u r in g  h is  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  S a in t -  
E v r e m o n d .  A b r i e f  re v ie w  of th is  c o n t r o v e r s y  w il l  h e lp  to  s i tu a te  th e  
in te l le c tu a l  c o n tex t  in  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  e n te r e d  the  d e b a te . *
T a k in g  a s  h is  s ta r t in g  po in t, the  m e ta p h y s ic a l  doubt e s t a b l i s h e d  
b y  M o n ta ig n e ,  D e s c a r t e s  sought in  h is  D is c o u r s  de la  M éthode  (1637) 
and  o th e r  w r i t i n g s  to  evo lve  so m e  p r in c ip le s  w h ich  he  c o n s id e r e d  w ou ld  
le a d  to  a  s u r e  know ledge  th ro u g h  m e th o d ic a l  r e a s o n in g .  H e  is  p e r ­
su ad e d  th a t  a  s u r e  and  r e l ia b le  know ledge  can  be a c q u i r e d  th ro u g h  s y s ­
te m a t i c  r e a s o n in g .  T o  be c o n c lu s iv e  and  r e l i a b le ,  a l l  r e a s o n in g ,  m a i n ­
ta in s  D e s c a r t e s ,  m u s t  fo llow  fo u r  m a in  s ta g e s ,  n a m e ly ,  in tu i t io n ,  
a n a ly s i s ,  s y n th e s i s  and  e n u m e r a t io n .  T he  gu id ing  p r in c ip le  of the  s y s ­
t e m  i s ,  of c o u r s e ,  n e v e r  to  a c c e p t  any th ing  a s  th e  t r u t h  u n le s s  i t  i s  
p ro v e d  to  be so  b y  r e a s o n  o r  co m m o n  s e n s e .
. . . .  de ne r e c e v o i r  j a m a i s  aucune  ch o se  p o u r  v r a i e  
que je  ne la  co n n u sse  é v id e m m e n t  ê t r e  t e l le ;  c ' e s t -  
a - d i r e  d 'é v i t e r  so ig n e u se m e n t  la  p r e c ip i ta t io n  e t  la  
p r e v e n t io n  e t de ne c o m p r e n d r e  r i e n  de p lu s  en  m e s  
ju g e m e n ts  que ce qui se p r e s e n t e r o i t  s i  c l a i r e m e n t  
e t s i  d i s t in c te m e n t  a  m o n  e s p r i t  que je  n 'e u s s e  
au cu n e  o c c a s io n  de le  m e t t r e  en  dou te .
T h e  a p p l ic a t io n  of th is  p r in c ip le  to  m a th e m a t i c s  p ro v e d  v e r y  s u c c e s s f u l ,  
en ab lin g  D e s c a r t e s  to  p e r f e c t  c o - o r d in a te  g e o m e t r y  and  to  m a k e  so m e  
p r o g r e s s  in  s c ie n t i f ic  in v e s t ig a t io n .  T h is  s u c c e s s  e n c o u ra g e d  th e  p h i lo ­
s o p h e r - s c i e n t i s t  to ap p ly  the  sam e  p r in c ip le  to  the  s tu d y  of m a n  in
53. L éo n , P e t i t ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 24.
54. D e s c a r t e s ,  R . , Œ u v r e s  c h o is ie s .  N ouvelle  éd i t io n ,  P a r i s ,  ( G a m ie r )
1755, D is c o u r s  de la  M éthode . p. 14.
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n a tu r e .  But to  m a k e  the  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  a b s t r a c t  m a t h e m a t i c s  to  m an, 
he n e e d s  a f i r s t  p r in c ip le  w hich  w ould no t only co m p ly  w ith  the  p r i n ­
c ip le s  of h i s  m e th o d  bu t w ould e q u a l ly  in c o rp o ra te  a  t r u t h  abou t s o m e ­
th ing  th a t  i s  a c tu a l ly  e x is t in g .  In  o th e r  w o rd s ,  h i s  d e s i r e d  f i r s t  
p r in c ip le  r e q u i r e s  an  e x is t e n t ia l  r e f e r e n c e .  T h is  D e s c a r t e s  f in d s  in  
the  f a c t  of G o d 's  e x is t e n c e  a s  a  p e r f e c t  an d  o m n ip o ten t  t r u t h  o r  f o r c e .  
B u t one q u e s t io n  r e m a in s  to  be a n s w e r e d  b e fo re  D e s c a r t e s  c an  a c c e p t  
th e  e x i s t e n c e  of God a s  an  ev iden t t r u th .  How is  G o d 's  e x is te n c e  
p ro v e d ?  J u s t  a s  D e s c a r t e s  h im s e l f  could  no t a c c e p t  u n c r i t i c a l l y  th e  
v a l id i ty  of m a th e m a t i c a l  c o n c e p ts ,  so he  is  unab le  to  a c c e p t  on p u re  
fa i th  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e l ie f  in  God. He n e e d s  c e r t a in ty ,  an d  fo r  h im ,  
t h e r e  c a n  be no c e r t a in t y  w ithou t p ro o f .  B y  the  l a t t e r ,  he  d o es  no t 
m e a n  su ch  p ro o f s  of G o d 's  e x is te n c e  a s  a r e  ad v an c e d  b y  the  s c h o l a s ­
t i c s .  T h e s e  a r e  w o r th le s s  and  th e  s c e p t ic  i s  p e r f e c t ly  r ig h t  r e ­
fu s in g  to  a c c e p t  th e m  a s  v a l id .  T h is  a w a r e n e s s  of the  w e a k n e s s  of 
the  t r a d i t i o n a l  p ro o fs  of G o d 's  e x is te n c e  con v in ced  D e s c a r t e s  of the  
n e c e s s i t y  o r  the  n e e d  fo r  m o r e  r a t io n a l  p ro o fs  w h ich  w ould  be  c l e a r  
and  a s  d e m o n s t r a t iv e  a s  the  b e s t  d e m o n s t r a t io n s  in  g e o m e t ry .  B y  
fo llow ing  m a t h e m a t i c a l  r e a so n in g ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  D e s c a r t e s  a r r i v e s  a t  the  
c o n c lu s io n  th a t  G o d 's  e x is te n c e  i s  a d e q u a te ly  p ro v e d  b y  the  f a c t  of the  
e x is te n c e  of D e s c a r t e s  h im s e l f ,  of h is  own obvious  im p e r f e c t io n  an d  
doubt.
. . 5 5J e  p e n s e ,  donc je  s u is .
T h e  a w a r e n e s s  of o n e 's  own im p e r f e c t io n s  im p l ie s  th e  ex is tenc 'e  of a 
m o d e l  o r  an  id e a l  p e r fe c t io n .  T h is  a n te c e d e n t  p e r f e c t io n  c a n  on ly  r e ­
la te  to  a n  a b so lu te ly  p e r f e c t  s o u rc e  w hich  is  God h im s e l f .  H av ing  
thus  p ro v e d  G o d 's  e x is te n c e  th ro u g h  r a t io n a l  a r g u m e n t ,  D e s c a r t e s  con.- 
t e m p la t e s  upon how th e  e x is te n c e  of such  a p e r f e c t  c r e a t o r  i s  c o m p a ­
t ib le  w ith  the  f a c t  of m a n 's  f a l l ib i l i ty .  How, he  a s k s ,  c a n  one a c c o u n t  
fo r  the  im p e r f e c t io n s  of a c r e a tu r e  c r e a t e d  by  a n  a b s o lu te ly  p e r f e c t  
b e in g ?  H e r e  a g a in ,  r e a s o n  p e r s u a d e s  h im  to  the  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  God 
m a d e  e v e ry th in g  fo r  the  b e s t  f r o m  the  b eg inn ing .
II e s t  b ie n  p lus  v r a i s e m b la b le  que , d e s  le  c o m ­
m e n c e m e n t ,  D ieu  l ' a  re n d u  (le m onde) t e l  q u ' i l  
d evo it  ê t r e ,  ^
55. D e s c a r t e s ,  Op. C i t . , p. 24.
56. I b i d . , p . 34.
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S ti l l  t h e r e  is  p o s s ib i l i ty  of doubt. It i s  ju s t  p o s s ib le ,  a r g u e s  D e s ­
c a r t e s ,  th a t  t h e r e  e x i s t s  a p o w e rfu l  d em o n  w hose  p u rp o s e  is  to  d e ­
ceive and  d i s t o r t  th e  p e r f e c t  t r u t h .  T h is  p o s s ib i l i ty  i s  su f f ic ie n t  to  
th ro w  doubt on a l l  o u r  b e l ie f s  and  o p in io n s ,  a  doubt w h ich  i s  su f f ic ie n t  
to p re v e n t  us  f r o m  a c c e p t in g  th e m  a s  a  sound  b a s i s  upon w h ich  to  c o n ­
s t r u c t  a  bod y  of c e r t a i n  an d  t r u e  k n o w led g e .  T h u s  the  u p sh o t  of th e  
f i r s t  M e d i t a t io n , w h ich  d e a ls  w ith  th in g s  a s  to  w h ich  we m a y  doubt, 
is  th a t  t h e r e  is  no th ing  in  o u r  e x p e r ie n c e  a b s o lu te ly  f r e e  f r o m  doubt 
u n ti l  we a r r i v e  a t  the  fu n d a m e n ta l  in tu i t io n  of the  s e l f - c o n s c io u s  " M o i" .  
No o th e r  t r u t h  i s  so beyond s u sp ic io n  th a t  i t  c an  s e r v e  a s  an  u n ­
sh ak a b le  fo u n d a t io n  fo r  m e ta p h y s ic a l  th in k in g ,  th a t  i s ,  a s  a  s e l f -  
e v id en t  d a tu m  on w hich  the  e d if ic e  of a  s u r e  know ledge  c an  be  s e c u r e l y  
b u i l t .  A nd  s in c e  D e s c a r t e s  a r r i v e s  a t  th is  d a tu m  th ro u g h  m e th o d ic a l  
o r  m a th e m a t i c a l  r e a s o n in g ,  he  is  p e r s u a d e d  th a t  th is  m e th o d  of r e a ­
son ing , w h ich  p e r m i t s  the  m a k in g  of c l e a r  d is t in c t io n s ,  the  c o r r e c t  
d e f in i t io n  of the  r e s u l t a n t  co m p o n en t p a r t s  and  the  a r r i v a l  a t  a  lo g ic a l ,  
s e l f - e v id e n t  c o n c lu s io n ,  m u s t  be a  r e l i a b le  one .
. . . . J e  ne ju g e a i  que je  p o u v a is  p r e n d r e  p o u r  r e g ie
g e n e r a le  que le s  c h o s e s  que nous co n cev o n s  f o r t
c l a i r e m e n t  e t f o r t  d i s t in c te m e n t  son t to u te s  v r a i e s . . . .
It i s  on the  b a s i s  of the  c l e a r n e s s  and  d i s t in c tn e s s  of th e  id e a s  of th e  
m in d  th a t  D e s c a r t e s  b a n is h e s  f r o m  the  r e a l  w o r ld ,  the  w o r ld  a s  i t  i s  
in  i t s e l f ,  in d e p en d e n t ly  of o u r s e lv e s  and  of o u r  r e a s o n ,  a l l  s e n s ib le  
q u a l i t i e s ,  a l l  " f o r m "  and a l l  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  In s h o r t ,  e v e ry th in g  th a t  
i s  no t m e c h a n ic a l  is  a  m e r e  a p p e a r a n c e .
If D e s c a r t e s  h a d  s to p p ed  a t  m e r e l y  s ta t in g  th e  s i tu a t io n  a s  h e  
u n d e r s to o d  i t ,  t h e r e  m ig h t  p e r h a p s  have  b e e n  l e s s  c o n t r o v e r s y .  B u t 
he d id  no t s to p  t h e r e .  He goes on to  c la im  th a t  th o s e  who u se  h is  
m e th o d ,  su ch  a s  g e o m e te r s ,  a r e  m o r e  l ik e ly  to  a r r i v e  a t  th e  t r u th ,  
an d  a s  su ch , a r e  b e t t e r  p h i lo s o p h e rs  th an  th e  d ia l e c t i c a l  s c h o la s t i c s .
By im p l ic a t io n ,  the  type  of know ledge  a c q u i r e d  . f ro m  m a th e m a t i c a l  
r e a s o n in g ,  b e in g  c o n cep tu a l  in n a tu r e ,  can  on ly  have  i t s  o r ig in  in  one 
s o u rc e ,  n a m e ly ,  the  God of t r u th ,  w hose  e x is t e n c e  h a s  b e e n  p ro v e d  
beyond  doubt an d  f r o m  w hom  the t r u th  r e a c h e s  the  h u m a n  in te l le c t .
57.  D e s c a r t e s ,  R.^ Op. C i t . ,  p. 25  ' { , ,
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C o n s id e r in g  the  r e l i a b i l i t y  of i ts  s o u r c e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  c o n c e p tu a l  k n o w ­
le d g e ,  d e r iv e d  th ro u g h  m e th o d ic a l  r e a s o n in g ,  i s  a s u r e  k n o w led g e . 
K now ledge  a c q u i r e d  th ro u g h  the  e x p e r ie n c e  of the  s e n s e s ,  w h ile  no t 
be ing  n e c e s s a r i l y  u s e l e s s ,  is  not a s  r e l i a b le  a s  c o n c e p tu a l  k n o w led g e .  
E v e n  though t h e r e  w ould  be no though t if  no o b je c ts  w e r e  p e r c e iv e d  
by  th e  s e n s e s ,  s in ce  t h e r e  would be no th ing  to th in k  abou t,  D e s c a r t e s  
u s e s  th e  a r g u m e n t  of in tu i t io n  to  conclude  th a t  m in d  i s  w h o lly  in d e p e n ­
dent of the  body  ;
J e  connus  de la  que j ' é t a i s  une su b s ta n c e  dont 
tou te  l ' e s s e n c e  ou la  n a tu r e  n ' e s t  que de p e n s e r ,  
e t qui p o u r  ê t r e  n 'a  b e so in  d 'a u c u n  l ie u  n i  ne 
d epend  d 'a u c u n e  ch o se  m a t é r i e l l e ;  en  s o r t e  que ce 
m o i ,  c ' e s t - a - d i r e  l ' â m e ,  p a r  la q u e l le  je  su is  ce 
que je  s u i s ,  e s t  e n t i è r e m e n t  d is t in c te  du c o r p s ,  
e t m ê m e  q u 'e l l e  e s t  p lu s  a i s é e  a c o n n a î t r e  que 
lu i ,  e t  q u 'e n c o r e  q u ' i l  ne  fut po in t, e l le  ne  ^
l a i s s e r a i t  p a s  d 'ê t r e  tou t ce q u 'e l l e  e s t .
T h is  is  th e  b a s i s  of th e  C a r t e s i a n  i d e a l i s m  w hich  h a d  such  a w id e ­
s p r e a d  in f lu en ce  on c o n te m p o r a r y  though t an d  on m o d e r n  t h e o r i e s  of 
k n o w led g e .  It i s  founded  upon the  m is c o n c e p t io n  th a t  th e  m in d  know s
i t s e l f  m o r e  e a s i l y  o r  m o r e  c l e a r l y  th a n  i t  know s o b je c t s .  B ut w hat
D e s c a r t e s  s e e m s  to  have  o v e r lo o k e d  is  the  f a c t  th a t  w hile  th e  e x i s t e n c e  
of m in d  is  a  p r e s u p p o s i t io n  of o u r  know ledge  of o b je c t s ,  th e  o b je c ts  
to  be  know n a r e  e q u a l ly  a p r e s u p p o s i t io n  of the  e x i s t e n c e  of m in d .  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i f  th e  m in d  know ing i t s e l f  i s  m a d e  o u r  s t a r t i n g  po in t 
f o r  d e d u c t io n s ,  t h e r e  is  no p o s s ib i l i ty  of g e tt in g  b e y o n d  th e  m in d  o r  
ex p la in in g  how  w e e v e r  c am e  to  su p p o se  th a t  t h e r e  i s  an y th in g  e x t e r n a l  
to  th e  m in d  to  b e  know n. T h u s  D e s c a r t e s  r e a c h e s  a n  in tu i t iv e  t r u t h  
of e x is te n c e  a t  the  c o s t  of e n t i r e ly  cu tt in g  off th o u g h t f r o m  i t s  o b je c t s .  
H e r e  we f ind  o u r s e lv e s  face  to  fa c e  w ith  the  fu ll  im p l ic a t io n s  of D e s ­
c a r t e s '  s e p a r a t io n  of m in d  f r o m  i t s  o b je c t s .  A s  m in d  is  r e g a r d e d  by  
h im  a s  p u re  though t,  u nex tended  and  d i s t in c t  f r o m  th e  body  an d  alll 
th a t  p e r t a in s  to  the  body, so m a t t e r ,  i t s  c o u n te r p a r t ,  i s  p u re  e x te n ­
s io n  d evo id  of an y  q u a l i t ie s  ex cep t  such  a s  a r e  in v o lv e d  in  the  n a tu r e  
of e x te n s io n .  S ince  w hat is  d i s t in c t ly  and  c l e a r l y  c o n c e iv e d  i s  t r u e ,
no th ing  w hich  is  not c l e a r l y  and  d i s t in c t ly  c o n c e iv e d  c a n  e x is t .  A n ­
o th e r  im p l ic a t io n  of D e s c a r t e s '  m e ta p h y s ic a l  e le v a t io n  of the  h u m a n
58.  D e s c a r t e s ,  R . , Op. C i t . ,  p. 2 5 *
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m in d  to the  s u p e r n a t u r a l  o r d e r  i s  th e  a s s u m p t io n  th a t  only  an  i m ­
m a t e r i a l  p r in c ip le  is  c ap ab le  of c o n s c io u s n e s s ;  th e  r e s t  of n a tu r e ,  
c o n s i s t in g  of p u re  m a t t e r ,  i s  u n c o n sc io u s .  God can n o t have  g iv en  th e  
i m m a t e r i a l  c h a r a c t e r  of the  s p i r i t  to  the  lo w e r  a n im a l s  s in ce  th e  l a t ­
t e r  a r e  d e n ied  th e  p o s s e s s io n  of im m o r t a l i t y .  T h is  n a tu r a l ly  le d  to  
D e s c a r t e s '  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  s in ce  the  lo w e r  a n im a ls  a r e  c o m p o se d  e n ­
t i r e l y  of m a t t e r ,  and  do not s h a r e  in  m a n 's  s u p e r n a tu r a l  o r  d u a l  n a ­
t u r e ,  th e y  m u s t  n e c e s s a r i l y  be u n c o n sc io u s  e n t i t ie s  o r  a u to m a ta .  We 
sh a l l  r e t u r n  to  th is  po in t in o u r  c h a p te r  on "T he  poe t a s  p h i lo s o p h e r " .  
(Cf. C h a p te r  V, 3).
M ea n w h ile ,  th e  m o r e  r e le v a n t  i s s u e  is  th a t  th is  te n d e n c y  on 
the  p a r t  of D e s c a r t e s  to endow the  f a c u l ty  of r e a s o n  w ith  a b s o lu te  
p o w e rs  w a s  q u ic k ly  c h a l len g e d  by  G a s s e n d i  and  h i s  f o l l o w e r s .  R e ­
f e r r i n g  to  D e s c a r t e s '  h y p o th e t ic a l  d r e a m  to  the  e ffec t  th a t  n o th ing  i s  
t r u e  e x c e p t  th a t  w hich  le a v e s  no doubt in the  m in d ,  G a s s e n d i  d e c l a r e s :
V ous  fe ig n e z  de r ê v e r  a f in  de r é v o q u e r  to u te s  
c h o s e s  en  doute  e t de c o n s i d é r e r  to u t  ce  qu i se  
p a s s e  c o m m e  une i l lu s io n .  M ais  p o u v e z -v o u s  
a in s i  v o u s  f a i r e  v io len ce  au  p o in t  de c r o i r e  que 
v ous  n 'ê t e s  po in t e v e i l le ,  e t  de c o n s i d é r e r  c o m m e  
in c e r t a i n  e t  c o m m e  faux  to u t  ce qui e s t  d e v an t  vous 
e t se  p a s s e  so u s  vo s  yeux?  Q uoi que v ous  e n  d is ie z ,  
i l  n 'y  a u r a  p e r s o n n e  po u r se  p e r s u a d e r  que v ous  
so y ez  v o u s - m ê m e  p e r s u a d e  que r i e n  ne  s o i t  v r a i  
de to u t  ce  que vous  avez  a p p r i s  a  c o n n a î t r e ,  e t  
que le  s e n s ,  ou le  s o m m e i l ,  ou D ieu , ou un 
m a u v a i s  G en ie  v ous  en  a i t  to u jo u r s  im p o s e .
In an  i r o n i c a l  to n e ,  he  c o n d em n s  D e s c a r t e s '  c l e v e r ly  c a m o u f la g e d  b u t
ev id en t  in t e l l e c tu a l  p r e s u m p t io n  :
V ous a f f i r m e z  que je  ne s u is  p a s  p h i lo s o p h e .  O r  
s i  le  n o m  de p h ilo sophe  se  p re n d  b ie n  p o u r  S age , 
c ' e s t  un n o m  que je  vous  a c c o r d e  s a n s  c o n te s te ,  a  
vous  qu i a v ez  ta n t  de co n f ian ce  en v o t r e  s a g e s s e ;  
m a i s  s ' i l  s ig n if ie  p a s  a u t r e  c h o se  que ce  q u 'a  vou lu  
d i r e  c e lu i  qui a  inven te  le  m o t ,  quand , d é n o n ça n t  l a  
v a n t a r d i s e  d e s  a u t r e s ,  • i l  a  d it que l u i - m ê m e  é ta i t  
non  un Sage , m a i s  q u e lq u 'u n  qui é tu d ia i t  l a  s a g e s s e ,  
a l o r s  vous  av ez  t o r t  de m e  r e f u s e r  ce  n o m , a  m o i  
qui, b ie n  que j ' i g n o r e  la  s a g e s s e ,  puis c ep e n d a n t  ê t r e  
a p p e lé  un h o m m e  qui é tud ié  l a  s a g e s s e  p a r  l e ^ s e u l  f a i t  
de l ' a r d e u r  av ec  la q u e l le  j e  d e s i r e  ê t r e  s a g e .
59. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  D is q u is i t io  M e ta p h y s ic a  seu  d u b i ta t io n e s  e t  i n s t a n t i ^
a d v e r s u s .R e n a t i  C a r t e s i i  m e ta p h y s ic a m  et r e s p o n s a .  T e x te  é t a b l i  
t r a d u i t  et an n o té  p a r  B e r n a r d  R o ch o t ,  P a r i s ,  ( L i b r a i r i e  p ^ l o s o -  
phique  J . V r i n ) ,  1962, p. 30 : (A r t ic le  I, 278a).
60. I b i d . , p. 34 : (A r t .  I, 279a),
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T h i s  o p p o s i t io n  to  D e s c a r t e s  i s  th e  n a tu r a l  o u tc o m e  of G a s s e n d i 's
ad o p t io n  of the  E p i c u r e a n  and  L u c r e t i a n  th e o ry  of k n o w le d g e .  In  o r ­
d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  to a p p r e c ia t e  the  b a c k g ro u n d  to  h i s  o p p o s i t io n  and  
why L a  F o n ta in e ,  the  p r a c t i c a l  e p ic u r e a n ,  a c c e p te d  h i s  po in t of v iew , 
w e h a v e  to  go a l i t t l e  b a c k w a rd s  in  th e  h i s t o r y  of id e a s  to  e x a m in e  
b r i e f l y  th e  t h e o r y  of know ledge  a s  f o r m u la t e d  b y  E p i c u r u s .  F o r  th e  
l a t t e r ,  th e  a im  of a l l  know ledge  is  to  a c h ie v e  w h a t h e  c a l l s  " a t a r a x i a "  
o r  f r e e d o m  f r o m  i r r a t i o n a l  f e a r s  and  a n x ie t ie s ,  th a t  i s ,  the, e n jo y m e n t  
of m e n ta l  p e a c e  :
F i r s t  of a l l ,  th en , we m u s t  a s s u m e  th a t  no o th e r  
end  is  s e r v e d  b y  the  s tu d y  of c e le s t i a l  p h e n o m en a ,  
w h e th e r  c o n s id e r e d  by  th e m s e lv e s  o r  in  so m e  l a r g e r  
c o n tex t ,  th a n  m e n ta l  c o m p o s u r e  a n d  a s tu r d y  s e l f -  
r e l i a n c e ,  j u s t  a s  in  the  c a s e  of the  o th e r  d i s c i p l in e s .
T h e  s to ck  of o u r  know ledge  of the  w o r ld  a ro u n d  u s ,  h o ld s  E p i t u r u s ,  
is  d e r iv e d  f r o m  e x p e r ie n c e  by  the  s e n s e s  r a t h e r  th a n  f r o m  in n a te  " a  
p r i o r i "  c o n c e p ts ;  and  o u r  ju d g e m e n t  an d  b e l ie f s  a r e  t r u e  o r  f a l s e  a c ­
c o rd in g  a s  th e y  c o r r e s p o n d  o r  c o n t r a d ic t  o u r  s e n s a t io n s ,  f e e l in g s  an d  
g e n e r a l  c o n c e p t io n s .
We  m u s t  k e e p  a l l  o u r  ju d g e m e n t  in  l in e  w ith  o u r  
s e n s a t io n s  ( e s p e c ia l ly  o u r  im m e d ia te  p e r c e p t io n s ,  
e i t h e r  of th e  m in d  o r  of an y  p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s e  o rg a n )  
an d  a l s o  in  l in e  w ith  o u r  a c tu a l  fe e l in g s  of p l e a s u r e  
an d  p a in ,  in  o r d e r  to  h av e  the  m e a n s  w ith  w h ich  to  
■ i n t e r p r e t  a  s e n s e  d a tu m  a w a it in g  v e r i f i c a t io n  o r  a  
p r o b le m  invo lv ing  im p e r c e p t i b l e s .^ ^
E p i c u r u s  c o n s id e r s  g e o m e t ry ,  a s t r o n o m y  and  k in d r e d  s c ie n c e s  a s  b a s e d
upon  f a l s e  p r e m i s e s  an d  a s  in c ap a b le  of le a d in g  to  t r u e  r e s u l t s .  H is
c o n c e r n  i s  w ith  the  r e a l  w o r ld  of s e n s ib le  i m p r e s s i o n s  a s  o p p o sed  to
d e d u c t iv e  lo g ic ,  s y l lo g is m  and a b s t r a c t  d e f in i t io n s .  F o r  h im ,  th in g s
e x is t  a ro u n d  u s ,  an d  we know th e m  only  th ro u g h  s e n s e  e x p e r ie n c e
w h ic h  a lo n e  g iv e s  a  c o n v ic t io n  of r e a l i t y .  T h i s  c o n v ic t io n  a t t a c h e s
no t  on ly  to  the  e x te r n a l  o b je c ts  w hich  c an  be  p e r c e i v e d  bu t  e q u a l ly  to
the  in t e r n a l  s t a t e s  o r  f e e l in g s .  What we im m e d ia te ly  p e r c e iv e  and
f e e l  m u s t  be  t r u e .
61. E p i c u r u s ,  T h e  P h i lo so p h y  of E p ic u r u s ,  T r a n s l a t e d  by  G e o rg e  K.
S tro d a c h ,  E a s to n ,  P e n n s y lv a n ia ,  ( N o r th w e s te r n  U n iv e r s i ty  
P r e s s ) ,  1963, p. 158, " L e t t e r  to P y th o c le s ,  85" .
62. I b id . ,  p. 115 : " L e t t e r  to  H e ro d o tu s ,  3 8.
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T h is  a p p ro a c h  to  know ledge  is  the  lo g ic a l  r e s u l t  of E p ic u ru s*  
a to m is t i c  th e o r y .  He t r a c e s  the  o r ig in  of the  a p p e a r a n c e s  o r  th e  
th in g s  we see  in  n a tu r e  to  the  i n te r a c t io n  of a to m s ,  f o r  no t on ly  do 
the  l a t t e r  e x i s t  a s  the  b a s ic  e le m e n t  of m a t t e r  bu t th e y  a r e  the  on ly  
th in g s  th a t  e x i s t  a p a r t  f r o m  void .
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  the  to ta l i ty  (of be ing) c o n s i s t s  of b o d ie s  
an d  Space . The fa c t  of s e n s a t io n  i t s e l f  u n iv e r s a l l y  a.t- 
t e s t s  th a t  t h e r e  a r e  b o d ie s ,  and  it i s  by r e f e r e n c e  to  
s e n s a t io n  th a t  we m u s t  r a t io n a l ly  in f e r  the  e x is t e n c e  of 
im p e r c e p t ib le  b o d ie s ,  a s  I r e m a r k e d  p r e v io u s ly .  If w hat 
we c a l l  " th e  v o id "  o r  " s p a c e "  o r  " im p a lp a b le  b e in g "  w e r e  
n o n - e x i s t e n t ,  b o d ie s  w ould  no t have  a n y w h e re  to  e x i s t ,  
n o r  w ould  th e y  have  a  m e d iu m  th ro u g h  w h ich  to  m o v e ,  
a s  th e y  m a n i f e s t ly  do. In  ad d i t io n  to  th e s e  tw o e n t i t i e s  
i t  i s  im p o s s ib le  to  th ink  of any th ing  e ls e  (by w ay  of e i t h e r  
c o n c e p ts  o r  a n a lo g u e s  of c o n cep ts )  a s  b e in g  a c o m p le te  and  
in d e p en d e n t  e n t i ty  and  no t, r a t h e r ,  a  p r o p e r ty  o r  a c c id e n t  
of b o d y  an d  s p a c e .  A s  r e g a r d s  b o d ie s ,  f u r t h e r m o r e ,  • so m e  
a r e  co m p o u n d s;  o th e r s  th e  c o m p o n en ts  of w hich  the  c o m ­
pounds a r e  m a d e .  T h e s e  c o m p o n en ts  a r e  i r r e d u c i b l e  and  
im m u ta b le  a to m s  - a s s u m in g  th a t  th in g s  a r e  no t d e s t in e d  
to  be  c o m p le te ly  a n n ih i la te d  bu t th a t  so m e th in g  p e r d u r a b le  
is  le f t  o v e r  a t  the  t im e  of the  d e co m p o s i t io n  of the  c o m ­
pounds  -  p a r t i c l e s  c o m p le te ly  so lid  in  n a tu r e  an d  in c a p a b le  
of d e c o m p o s i t io n  in  any  m a n n e r  w h a ts o e v e r .  ' T h u s  th e  
p r i m a l  e n t i t i e s  a r e  n e c e s s a r i l y  in d iv is ib le  c o r p o r e a l  
a to m s .
L u c r e t i u s ,  one of E p icu ru s*  e a r l y  d i s c ip le s  an d  L a  F o n ta in e 's  
w e l l -k n o w n  L a t in  m e n to r ,  d e s c r ib e s  the  s i tu a t io n  m o r e  v iv id ly  1 T o
define  a to m s  t h e m s e lv e s ,  he  u s e s  a v a r i e ty  of t e r m s ,  such  a s  " e l e ­
m e n t s " ,  " f i r s t  b o d ie s " ,  " f i r s t  b eg in n in g s  of th in g s " ,  " s e e d s "  an d  o th e r  
s i m i l a r  e x p r e s s io n s  w hich  r e n d e r  the  no tion  of a to m s  l e s s  a m b ig u o u s  
th a n  the  d e f in i t io n  of E p i c u r u s .  L u c r e t iu s  d is t in g u is h e s  m o r e  c l e a r ly ,  
fo r  e x a m p le ,  th e  e s s e n t i a l  and  the  a c c id e n ta l  q u a l i t i e s  of b o d ie s  ;
F o r  w h a te v e r  th in g s  a r e  n a m e d ,  y o u  w il l  e i t h e r  f ind  
to  be  p r o p e r t i e s  l in k ed  to  th e s e  two th in g s  (b o d ie s  a n d  
•void) o r  you w il l  see  to be  a c c id e n ts  of th e s e  th in g s .
T h a t  i s  a  p r o p e r ty  w hich  can  in  no c a s e  be  d is jo in e d  
and  s e p a r a te d  w ithout u t t e r  d e s t r u c t io n  a c c o m p a n y in g
the  s e v e r a n c e ,  such  a s  the  w eigh t of a s to n e ,  the  h e a t
of f i r e ,  the  f lu id i ty  of w a te r .  S la v e ry ,  on th e  o th e r  
han d , p o v e r ty  an d  r i c h e s ,  l ib e r ty ,  w a r ,  c o n c o rd ,  an d
63.  E p i c u r u s ,  O p . C i t . ,  pp. 1 1 5 - 1 1 6 :  " L et ter  to H e r o d o tu s ,  3 9 - 4 1 "
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" o th e r  th in g s  w hich  m a y  co m e  and  go w hile  the  n a tu r e  
of th in g s  r e m a in s  u n h a rm e d ,  th e s e  we a r e  w ont, a s  it 
i s  r ig h t  we should , to c a l l  a c c id e n t s .
L a t e r  in  th i s  c h a p te r  we w ill  show how L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  an  in g e n io u s  
e f fo r t  to  put t h i s  s c ie n t i f ic  thought in  po e tic  la n g u ag e .
F o r  E p i c u r u s  and  h is  d i s c ip le s ,  a l l  th in g s  w h ich  we p e r c e iv e  
by the  s e n s e s  e m a n a te  f r o m  a to m s  w hose  n u m b e r ,  a c c o r d in g  to  E p i ­
c u r u s  h im s e l f ,  i s  infinite. He le a d s  f r o m  th is  po in t to  a n  explanation 
of the  m a n n e r  in  w hich  we a r e  a f fe c te d  by  e x te r n a l  o b je c t s .  F r o m  
the  e x t e r i o r  s u r f a c e s  of a to m s ,  s a y s  E p ic u r u s ,  t h e r e  i s  a  p e r p e tu a l  
e m is s io n  of p a r t i c l e s  of m a t t e r  in  th e  f o r m  of im a g e s .  T he  l a t t e r  
a r e  of the  s a m e  sh ap e  a s  the  c o m p o s i te  a to m s  f r o m  w h ich  th e y  o r i ­
g ina te  ; th e y  p r e s e r v e  the  s a m e  r e la t iv e  p o s i t io n  an d  seq u en ce  w h ich  
th e y  h a d  in  the  so l id  a to m s ,  but t h e i r  f in e n e s s  f a r  e x c e e d s  th a t  of 
any  o b je c t s  th a t  we c an  s e e .  It fo llow s  f r o m  th is  d e f in i t io n  th a t ,  f o r  
E p i c u r u s ,  a l l  s e n s e  d a ta  a r e  in fa l l ib le ,  b e in g  m e c h a n ic a l ly  t r a n s m i t t e d
to  us  b y  a to m ic  im a g e s  f r o m  the  o u te r  w o r ld .  T h e y  m a y  be o v e r l a id
w ith  m is le a d in g  in t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and  le a d  to  f a l s e  o p in io n s .  B u t t h e s e  
im a g e s  a r e  u s u a l ly  t r u e  and  r e l i a b le  if c o n f i rm e d  by  c lo s e  in s p e c t io n  
o r  i f  th e y  a r e  n o t  c o n t r a d ic te d .
If you s u m m a r i ly  ru le  out any  s in g le  s e n s a t io n  and  
do n o t  m a k e  a d is t in c t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  e le m e n t  of 
b e l i e f  th a t  i s  s u p e r im p o s e d  on a  p e rc e p t io n  th a t  
a w a i t s  v e r i f i c a t io n  and  w hat is  a c tu a l ly  p r e s e n t  in
s e n s a t io n  o r  in the  fe e l in g s  o r  so m e  p e r c e p t  of
th e  m in d  i t s e l f ,  you w il l  c a s t  doubt on a l l  o th e r  s e n ­
s a t io n s  b y  y o u r  unfounded in te r p r e t a t i o n  and  c o n s e ­
q u e n tly  ab an d o n  a l l  the  c r i t e r i a  of t r u t h .  O n  th e  
o th e r  h an d , in  c a s e s  of i n t e r p r e t e d  d a ta ,  i f  you 
a c c e p t  a s  t r u e  th o se  th a t  n e e d  v e r i f i c a t io n  a s  w e l l  
a s  th o s e  th a t  do no t, you w il l  s t i l l  be  in  e r r o r ,  
s in c e  th e  w hole  q u e s t io n  a t  i s s u e  in  e v e r y  ju d g e m e n t  
of w ha t i s  t r u e  o r  no t w il l  be le f t  in ta c t .
C o n f irm in g  th e  op in ion  of E p ic u ru s  on the  im p o r ta n c e  an d  r e l i a b i l i t y
of the  s e n s e s  a s  th e  ga tew ay  of know ledge, L u c r e t iu s  a d d s  :
W hat sh o u ld  we c o n s id e r  a s  hav ing  g r e a t e r  v a l id i ty  
th a n  s e n s a t io n ?  W ill r e a s o n in g  th a t  t a k e s  its r i s e  
f r o m  " f a l s e "  s e n s a t io n  have  po w er to c o n t r a d ic t  the
64. L u c r e t i u s ,  Ds R e r u m  N a tu ra ,  T r a n s l a t e d  by  H .A .  J .M u n r o ,  (New
ed it io n ) ,  London, (B ell) ,  1908, I, 449.
65. E p i c u r u s ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 200 ; "L e ad in g  D o c t r in e s ,  2 4 " ,
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s e n s e s  w hen  it o r ig in a te s  w ho lly  f r o m  th e m ?  If
th e y  a r e  no t t r u e ,  a l l  r e a s o n in g  l ik e w is e  b e c o m e s
f a l s e .
It c an  be s e e n  f r o m  the  above th a t ,  f o r  E p ic u r u s  and  h i s  d i s c i p l e s ,  
t h e r e  i s  no th ing  m o r e  b a s ic  o r  i r r e f u t a b l e  th a n  the  t e s t im o n y  of th e  
s e n s e s  w hen  c o r r e c t l y  i n t e r p r e t e d .  S en se  e x p e r ie n c e  i s  th e  s u b s t r u c ­
t u r e  upon w hich  r e a s o n in g  is  b u i l t .  In  o th e r  w o rd s ,  th e  s y s t e m  of 
E p i c u r u s ,  th a t  i s ,  h is  th e o r y  of k n ow ledge , i s  b a s e d  upon  th e  s u p e r i o r ­
i ty  of e x p e r ie n c e  o v e r  a b s t r a c t  r e a s o n in g ,  founded  m e r e l y  on p e r s o n a l  
c o n je c tu r e s .
T h i s  p h i lo so p h y  is  the  one ad o p ted  by  G a s s e n d i  a s  o p p o sed  to  
C a r t e s i a n  r a t i o n a l i s m .  It  is  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  
in  the  D i s c o u r s  a M m e de L a  S a b l ie r e  r e f e r s  to D e s c a r t e s  a s  " le  
r i v a l  d 'E p ic u r e "  (1. 138), f o r  the  g a s s e n d is m  th a t  o p p o sed  c a » t e s i a n i s m  
is  a m o d if ie d  f o r m  of e p ic u r e a n i s m  a s  f a r  a s  the  t h e o r y  of k now ledge  
is  c o n c e rn e d .  L ik e  E p ic u r u s ,  G a s s e n d i  i s  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  th e  p r o b ­
le m  of e x p la in in g  the  o r ig in  of th in g s  by  m e a n s  of the  a to m is t i c  th e o r y .  
B ut he  d o es  so w ithou t c o n t r a d ic t in g  th e  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  b a s i s  of th e  
u n i v e r s e .  T h u s ,  a lthough  he  m a k e s  a n  a d m ir a b le  e f fo r t  to  give an  
i m p a r t i a l  a c c o u n t  of E p i c u r u s '  p h ilo so p h y  in  h i s  w o rk  e n t i t l e d  E p i c u r u s , 
h e  d o es  no t a c c e p t  h is  m a s t e r ' s  v iew s  w ithou t so m e  m o d i f ic a t io n s .
F o r  e x a m p le ,  E p i c u r u s '  id e a  of e t e r n a l  a to m s  e x is t in g  e t e r n a l l y  in  
ra n d o m  m o t io n  i s  r e p la c e d  w ith  a  m o r e  C h r i s t i a n  d e f in i t io n  b a s e d  upo n  
th e  id e a  th a t  P r o v id e n c e  o r  God c r e a t e d  th e s e  a to m s  an d  d i r e c t s  t h e i r  
m o t io n  a c c o r d in g  to  h is  own d e s ig n .  In  th is  s e n s e ,  t h e i r  m o t io n  i s  
no t on ly  an  o r d e r e d  one bu t a t  th e  s am e  t im e  a n  e v id en c e  of G o d 's  
p ro v id e n c e .  . G a s s e n d i  a l s o  c o n s id e r s  E p ic u r u s  w ro n g  in  a s s u m in g  th e  
n u m b e r  of a to m s  to  be  in f in ite  w ith in  an  in f in i te  s p a c e ,  f o r  th i s  w e a ­
k e n s  th e  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  th e o ry  of the  u n iv e r s e .  T h e  id e a  of a n  in f in i te  
n u m b e r  of a to m s ,  m o v in g  e t e r n a l l y  in  an  in f in i te  s p a c e ,  a n d  co m b in in g  
th e m s e lv e s  in  in f in i te  v a r i e t i e s ,  w ould  su ff ice  to  e x p la in  th e  p r e s e n c e  
in  the  w o r ld  of v a r io u s  f o r m s  and  e n t i t i e s ,  th u s  u n d e rm in in g  th e  id e a  
of th e  p r o v id e n t ia l  c a r e  of the  w o r ld .  But to  m a k e  h i s  m o d if ic a t io n  
of E p i c u r u s  a c c e p ta b le  to  c u r io u s  m in d s ,  G a s s e n d i  h a s  f i r s t  of a l l  to  
e s t a b l i s h  th e  fa c t  of G o d 's  e x is te n c e  w ithou t r e f e r e n c e  to  d o g m a tic
66.  L u c r e t i u s ,  Op. Cit .  .TV, 482-85'.* - >
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th e o lo g y .  He d o es  th is  by pu tting  f o r w a r d  m a n 's  a w a r e n e s s  of God 
and  the  h a r m o n y  in  n a tu re  a s  i r r e f u t a b l e  p ro o fs  of G o d 's  e x i s t e n c e .
T h e  h u m a n  m in d  is  p re d i s p o s e d  f r o m  the  beg inn ing  to know  God, b u t 
th i s  p r e d i s p o s i t io n  i s  m a d e  good only b e c a u s e  of m a n 's  e x p e r ie n c e  of 
the  v i s ib le  e v id e n c e  of G o d 's  e x is te n c e  in the  u n iv e r s e .  H e r e  a g a in ,  
the  k e y w o rd  is  " e x p e r i e n c e " ,  no t " in tu i t io n " ,  th u s  c h a llen g in g  D e s -  
c a r t e s '  a s s u m p t io n  th a t  m a n 's  know ledge  of God is  an  in n a te  id e a .
F o r  G a s s e n d i ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  id e a s  co m e  to  u s  th ro u g h  s p e c i f ic  
s e n s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  w hich  in c lu d e s  in te r a c t io n  w ith  o th e r  p eo p le .  W hat 
the  m.ind o r  r e a s o n  d o es  is  to c o n v e r t  th e s e  p a r t i c u l a r  e x p e r ie n c e s  
in to  g e n e r a l  i d e a s .  A n  e ffec t iv e  p h i lo so p h ic a l  s y s te m  shou ld  ta k e  th e s e  
f a c t s  in to  c o n s id e r a t io n  by b a s in g  i t s  p r in c ip le s  upon w hat a c tu a l  e x ­
p e r i e n c e  show s to  be the  t r u e  n a tu r e  of th in g s  and  th e  r e la t io n s h ip  b e t -  
w een  th e m .  In  s e n s a t io n  an  im a g e  s t r i k e s  upon the  s e n s e - o r g a n  an d  
the  m in d .  A s e r i e s  of r e p e a te d  im a g e s  le a v e  beh ind  th e m , th a t  i s ,  in  
o u r  m in d s ,  th e  sh a p e s  an d  p r o p e r t i e s  of the  e x te r n a l  o b je c ts  f r o m  
w h ich  th e s e  im a g e s  c o m e .  When the  r e c e p t io n  of th e s e  im a g e s  i s  no t 
i n t e r r u p t e d ,  th e y  u s u a l ly  c o r r e s p o n d  to  the  p r o p e r t i e s  of t h e i r  s o u r c e s .  
B ut fa ls e h o o d  an d  e r r o r  o c c u r  due to the  in t r u s io n  of p e r s o n a l  o p in ion  
b e fo re  th e  d a ta  of s e n s a t io n  a w a it in g  c o n f i rm a t io n  h av e  h a d  t im e  to  be  
v e r i f i e d .  T h u s ,  qu ite  often, w hat we su p p o se  th a t  we p e r c e iv e  is  o u r  
own m e n ta l  p re s u p p o s i t io n  o r  h a s ty  in fe re n c e  f r o m  th e  s e n s a t io n  r e a c h in g  
u s .  W hen, f o r  e x a m p le ,  we see  an  o a r  w hich  is  h a l f - i m m e r s e d  in  
w a t e r ,  a p p e a r  b e n t ,  the  im a g e  th a t  r e a c h e s ' t h e  eye  i s  r e a l l y  b e n t .
But the  ju d g e m e n t  of the  m in d  th a t  the  o a r  i t s e l f  i s  b en t  is  no p a r t  of 
the  p e r c e p t io n .  It is  a g ra tu i to u s  ad d it io n  to  i t .  T h e  m in d  c o n fu se s  
two d i s t in c t  p r o c e s s e s  : the  p e rc e p t io n  w hich  is  in fa l l ib le  and  th e  c o n ­
s c io u s  o r  u n c o n s c io u s  in fe re n c e  f r o m  it ,  w hich  is  m e r e  p r e s u p p o s i t i o n ,  
o r  p e r s o n a l  o p in ion . S e n sa tio n s  th e m s e lv e s  m u s t  t h e r e f o r e  be  s c r u t i ­
n iz e d  an d  the  e le m e n t  w hich  r e a s o n  h a s  ad d ed  in  h a s te  m u s t  be  r e ­
m o v e d  b e fo re  we can  get back  to the  o r ig in a l  d a ta ,  the  p e rc e p t io n s  
w h ich  pu t us  in  to u ch  w ith  r e a l i ty .  U sing  the  s a m e  ex am p le  of an  
o a r  h a l f - i m m e r s e d  in  w a te r ,  G a s s e n d i  c o n ce d e s  to  h is  a d v e r s a r y  the  
fac t  th a t  r e a s o n  o r  co m m o n  s e n s e  should  h e lp  to  e v a lu a te  the  ev id en c e  
of th e  s e n s e s  in  any  s e a r c h  fo r  the  r e a l i t y  of th in g s .  He w r i t e s  :
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Q uand  on r e g a r d e  un b a to n  p lace  en  p a r t i e  dans  
l ' e a u ,  en  p a r t i e  d an s  l ' a i r ,  l ' im a g in a t io n  p e u t-  
e l le  le  p e r c e v o i r  a u t r e m e n t  que r e c o u r b é ?  E t  
n é a n m o in s  l ' in te l l ig e n c e  so u t ie n t  av ec  f o r c e  q u ' i l  
e s t  d r o i t .
T h i s  s u g g e s t s  th a t  w hile  th e  s e n s e s  p lay  the  m a j o r  ro le  of t r a n s m i t ­
t in g  k n o w led g e ,  a l l  s e n s a t io n s  th e y  r e c e iv e  shou ld  be s u b je c te d  to  s c r u ­
t in y  o r  c r i t i c a l  ju d g e m e n t  b e fo re  b e ing  c o n f i rm e d  a s  the  t r u t h .
E n  a d m e t ta n t  que l e s  s e n s  p u is s e n t  nous  t r o m p e r  
q u e l q u e f o i s .  . . .  n o t r e  r a i s o n ,  qui e s t  s u p e 'r ie u re  
aux  s e n s ,  peu t c o r r i g e r  l a  p e rc e p t io n  de te l le  
m a n i é r é  q u 'e l l e  ne se  re n d e  j a m a i s  q u 'a  d e s  s e n ­
s a t io n  d û m e n t  r e c t i f i é e s  p a r  e l le ,  e t  p u is s e  enfin  
r a i s o n n e r  s u r  l e s  c h o s e s  ou p o r t e r  des  ju g e m e n ts  
s u r  e l l e s .  68
G a s s e n d i 's  c o n c e s s io n  to  D e s c a r t e s  on th e  a u th o r i ty  of r e a s o n  s to p s  
h e r e .  On the  r e s t ,  he  v e h e m e n t ly  a t t a c k s  h i s  r i v a l ' s  c la im  th a t  h u ­
m a n  r e a s o n ,  no m a t t e r  how m e th o d ic a l ly  m a n ip u la te d ,  c an  be  a b s o l u t e ­
ly  r e l i a b l e .  F o l lo w in g  D e s c a r t e s '  te n d e n c y  to  d o g m a t is m  (fo r  so 
G a s s e n d i  u n d e r s to o d  h im ) h i s  c la im  to  h av e  f r e e d  h is  m in d  f r o m  a l l  
p r e ju d ic e s  a n d  e x t e r n a l  in f lu en c es  is  c h a l le n g e d  a s  f a l s e  an d  a r r o g a n t  
p r e s u m p t io n  b y  G a s s e n d i .
II e s t  fau x  de s u p p o s e r  que l 'o n  p u is s e  se  d é f a i r e  
de to u t  p ré ju g é ,  e t  e n su i te  se  t r o u v e r  en  p o s s e s s io n  
de p r in c ip e s  e n t i è r e m e n t  c e r t a in s  et é v id e n ts .
M an a s  a  f in i te  c r e a t u r e ,  a r g u e s  G a s s e n d i ,  i s  endow ed w ith  a  f in i te  
in t e l l e c t ,  bu t w ith  a  q u a s i  in f in i te  w i l l .  E r r o r  i s  bound  to  o c c u r  f r o m  
the in c o m p a t ib i l i ty  c o n se q u e n t  on th e  e x e r c i s e  of a  q u a s i  infinite, w i l l  
w ithou t in f in i te  in te l le c t .  T h e  in c id e n ce  of e r r o r ,  c r e a t e d  by  th is  
l im i ta t io n ,  c an  a t  b e s t  be  m in im iz e d  by  the  r ig h t  u se  of r e a s o n  to  i n ­
t e r p r e t  s e n s e  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  bu t c an  n e v e r  be c o m p le te ly  e l im in a te d ,  a s  
D e s c a r t e s '  a b so lu te  p r in c ip le s  of m e th o d  te n d  to  c l a im .
" J e  p e n s e " ,  d i te s - v o u s ;  m a i s  que p e n s e z - v o u s ?
C a r  en fin  tou te  p e n se e  e s t  p e n se e  de que lq u e  c h o s e .
E s t - c e  le  C ie l?  la  T e r r e ?  ou n ' im p o r t e  quoi d 'a u t r e ?  
ou v o u s - m ê m e ?  V ous av ez  d é s o r m a i s  c o n s id é r é  tou t 
c e la  c o m m e  faux, e t n 'a v e z  p a s  change  d 'a v i s :  i l  en
67. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  S y n tag m a  p h i lo so p h ic u m , P a r i s ,  1658, t . I I ,  4 5 3 a .
68. I b i d . , t . I ,  81b.
69. Ib id . , D is q u is i t io  M e t a p h y s i c a . . . . ,  p. 36 ( a r t .  2, 279b)
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r é s u l t e  que ce que vous p e n se z ,  quoi que ce  so it ,  
v ous  le  p e n se z  f a u s s e m e n t ,  e t que p a r  c o n se q u e n t  
v o t r e  p e n se e  e s t  f a u s s e .
M any  d i s c ip le s  of G a sse n d i ,  who w e r e  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  c o n te m ­
p o r a r i e s ,  a l s o  a t ta c k e d  ithe undue im p o r ta n c e  w h ich  D e s c a r t e s  c r e d i t s  
to  r e a s o n .  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  p u b lish ed  h is  e s s a y .  S u r  l a  m o ra le  d 'E p i ­
c u re  (1674), s t r e s s i n g  th e  s e v e re  l im i ta t io n s  im p o s e d  on h u m a n  r e a s o n ,
71a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  by  th e  e n d le s s  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  am o n g  the  p h i lo s o p h e r s .  
T he  fo llow ing  y e a r ,  1675, a n o th e r  g a s s e n d i s t ,  G u il la u m e  L a m y ,  p u b ­
l i s h e d  h is  D i s c o u r s  a n a to m iq u e s  in  w h ich  he  too re fu te d  the  im m e n s e  
p o w e rs  c r e d i t e d  to  th e  h u m an  in te l le c t .  He w r i t e s  :
A s s u r é m e n t  que n o t re  e s p r i t  e s t  e x t r ê m e m e n t  b o rn é ,  
e t  que l e s  p lu s  s a v a n ts  son t ceux  qui so n t  p e r s u a d é s  
q u 'o n  ne  peu t r i e n  s a v o i r .
D e s c o u tu r e s  c h a l le n g e d  the  a p p l ic a t io n  of fe e b le  r e a s o n  to  the  « in te r p r e ­
ta t io n  of God :
F a ib le  r a i s o n ,  p e n s e s - tu .  que D ieu  s o i t  l 'o u v r a g e  
d 'u n  s y l lo g is m e ,  e t  c r o i s - t u  t r o u v e r  dans  t e s  
, s p e c u la t io n s  ce  qui fut e t  ce  qu i s e r a  t o u jo u r s  
in c o m p r e h e n s ib le  ?
A nd  M m e . D e s h o u l i e r e s  c o m p o se d  a  poem  in  w h ich  sh e  c o m p a r e d  h u ­
m a n  r e a s o n  w ith  the  p e r f e c t io n  of a n im a l  in s t in c t  o r  the  o p e ra t io n  of 
the  s e n s e s .  T h u s  in  L e s  M outons , she  w r i t e s  :
C ep en d an t  nous  avons  la  r a i s o n  p o u r  p a r ta g e  
E t  v ous  en ig n o re z  l 'u s a g e .
In n o c e n ts  a n im a u x  n 'e n  soyez  poin t ja lo u x .
Ce n ' e s t  p a s  un g ra n d  a v a n ta g e .
C e t te  f i e r e  r a i s o n  dont on fa i t  ta n t  de b r u i t .
C o n tre  l e s  p a ss io n s  n 'e s t  p a s  un  s û r  r e m e d e .
Un peu  de v in  l a  t ro u b le ,  un  enfan t la  s é d u i t .
E t  d é c h i r e r  un  c œ u r  qui l 'a p p e l le  a  son  a id e .
E s t  to u t  l 'e f f e t  q u ’e l le  p ro d u i t .
T o u jo u r s  im p u is s a n te  e t s e v e r e .
E l le  s 'o p p o s e  à  tou t, e t  ne s u rm o n te  r i e n .
M m e .  D e s h o u l i e r e ' s  b i t t e r  in v ec t iv e  a g a in s t  the  p r e s u m p t io n s  of h u m a n  
r e a s o n  a p p r o a c h e s  the  u t t e r  h u m il ia t io n  of th e  s a m e  fa c u l ty  by  M on­
ta ig n e ,  an d  i t  s e r v e s  to show the in te n s i ty  of the  r e a c t io n  o f  the  g a s ­
s e n d is t s  to  the  c a r t e s i a n  fa i th  in  r e a s o n .
70. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  Op. C it .  , pp. 82 - 84.
71. S a in t - E v r e m o n d ,  Œ u v r e s  hn p r o s e .  E d i t io n  R e n é  T e r n o i s ,  P a r i s
(D id ie r ) ,  1966, t . I I I ,  pp. 418 -438 .
72. - L a m y ,  G, D is c o u r s  a n a to m iq u e s ,  R ouen , 167 5, p . 96.
73. D e s c o u tu r e s ,  M o ra le  d 'E p ic u r e ,  P a r i s ,  1685, P r é f a c e .
74. D e s h o u l i e r e s ,  A . (M m e .) ,  Op. C i t . ,  t . I ,  pp. 3 9 -4 0 .
296
In c o n ta c t  with, th e s e  k in d re d  s p i r i t s .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e c e iv e d  
f r e s h  in te l l e c tu a l  s t im u la t io n ,  w hich  en ab le d  h im  to e l a b o r a te  h i s  id e a s  
on the  r e l a t io n s h ip  b e tw ee n  r e a s o n  and  the  s e n s e s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  to  f o r ­
m u la te  h is  own th e o r y  of k n o w ledge . A s  w ould be  e x p ec te d ,  h i s  t h e o r y  
fo l lo w s  the  l in e  of though t adop ted  by  G a s s e n d i .  B u t he does  no t 
e la b o r a te  on the  a to m is t i c  th e o ry  of h i s  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  In  fa c t ,  he  
on ly  a l lu d e s  to  i t  by  w ay  of s y n th e s is  in  the  fa b le  e n t i t le d  D e m o c r i t e  
e t  l e s  A b d é r i t a in s  w h e re  he  r e f e r s  to  D e m o c r i tu s  a s  " L e  m a î t r e  d '
E p i c u r e " (1. 5) and  s u m m a r i z e s  t h e i r  c o m m o n  a to m is t i c  th e o ry .
A u c u n  n o m b r e ,  d i t - i l ,  l e s  m o n d e s  ne l im i te :
P e u t - ê t r e  m ê m e  i l s  son t r e m p l i s  
De D e m o c r i t e  s in f in is .
W hen i t  i s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  i t  w as  E p i c u r u s  who r e h a b i l i t a t e d  the  p h y s ic s
of D e m o c r i tu s  an d  th a t  G a s s e n d i  ad o p ted  the  e p ic u r e a n  a to m is t i c  t h e o r y
of kno w led g e , th e  in te l le c tu a l  l in k  b e tw e e n  L a  F o n ta in e  and. D e m o c r i tu s
b e c o m e s  c l e a r .  T h e  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  a to m is t i c  t h e o r y  of D e m o c r i t u s ,
E p i c u r u s  and  t h e i r  d i s c ip le s  does  no t  m a k e  a  p h y s ic i s t  of o u r  p o e t .
H e i s  h e r e  u s in g  th e  th e o r y  in  m u c h  th e  s a m e  p r a g m a t ic  w ay  a s  h e  d id
w hen  i t  s e r v e d  h is  p o l i t ic a l  p u rp o s e  e a r l y  in  th i s  c h a p te r .  H is  m a in
i n t e r e s t  in  th e  t h e o r y  th is  t im e  is  l im i t e d  to  th e  a s p e c t  of i t  to u ch in g
upon th e  d e r iv a t io n  of know ledge  th ro u g h  s e n s a t io n s  e m a n a t in g  f r o m
a to m s  o r  w ha t G a s s e n d i  c a l l s  " p r i m a r y  m a t t e r "  f r o m  w h ich  e x t e r n a l
b o d ie s  a r e  f o r m e d .  T h u s ,  l ik e  G a s s e n d i ,  L a  F o n ta in e  n o t  on ly  b e l i e v e s
th a t  k now ledge  i s  a c q u i r e d  th ro u g h  s e n s e  i m p r e s s i o n s  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e s
f r o m  e x t e r n a l  b o d ie s ,  bu t m a in ta in s  th a t  the  e v id en c e  of th e  s e n s e s
shou ld  be  v e r i f i e d  and  e v a lu a te d  by  r e a s o n .
Ce s e n s  ne  m e  n u it  po in t p a r  so n  i l lu s io n ,
M on â m e  en  to u te  o c c a s io n  
D év e lo p p e  le  v r a i  c ach e  so u s  l ’a p p a r e n c e .
* J e  n e  su is  po in t d ' in te l l ig e n c e  
A v e cq u e  m e s  r e g a r d s  p e u t - ê t r e  un peu  t r o p  p r o m p t s .
N i m o n  o r e i l l e  len te  a  m 'a p p o r t e r  l e s  s o n s .
Q uand  l ' e a u  c o u rb e  un b â to n  m a  r a i s o n  le  r e d r e s s e .
L a  r a i s o n  d ec id e  en  m a î t r e s s e .  »
M es  yeux, m o y e n n an t  ce s e c o u r s ,
75 .  L a  F o n t a in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 138,  F a b l e s , VIII, 26 ,  11. 1 6 - 1 8 .
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N e m e  t r o m p e n t  j a m a i s ,  en  m e  m e n ta n t  to u jo u r s .
Si je  c r o i s  l e u r  r a p p o r t ,  e r r e u r  a s s e z  c o m m u n e .
Une tê te  de fe m m e  e s t  au  c o rp s  de la  L u n e .
Y p e u t - e l l e  ê t r e ? ^  Non. D 'o ù  v ie n t  donc c e t  o b je t?
Q u e lq u e s  l ie u x  in ég au x  fon t de lo in  ce t  e f fe t .  ^ 6
T h e s e  d e n s e ly  c o m p r e s s e d  l in e s  a r e  an  ingen ious  a t te m p t  to  a n s w e r
in  p o e t ic  la n g u ag e  the  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  q u e s t io n  abou t th e  r e l a t iv e  p o s i t io n
of r e a s o n  and  th e  s e n s e s  in  the  a c q u is i t io n  of a  r e l i a b le  k n o w led g e .
It  w il l  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  the  poe t r a i s e d  th i s  q u e s t io n  in  the  e p iso d e  of
L e  C h a m e a u  et l e s  B a to n s  f lo t ta n ts  (IV, 10) in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of
f a b le s .  H e h a s  now e s ta b l i s h e d  f i r m l y  the  im p o r ta n c e  of the  s e n s e s  a s
the  s o u r c e  of p e r c e p t ib l e  k n ow ledge , the  m o d e ra t in g  ro le  of r e a s o n
an d  the  e x te n t  of i t s  a u th o r i ty  o v e r  the  .- s e n s e s .  N ote  th a t  th e  s e v e n th
an d  e ig h th  l in e s  of th e  above  q u o ta t io n  r e - e c h o  G a s s e n d i 's  w e l l -k n o w n
i l l u s t r a t i o n  of a n  o a r  h a l f - i m m e r s e d  in  w a te r .  H e r e a l i z e s  the  c o m -
*
p le m e n ta r y  r e l a t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  r e a s o n  and the  s e n s e s  bu t c r e d i t s
n e i th e r  w ith  a b so lu te  p o w e rs .  R a t h e r  h e  b e l ie v e s  th a t  th e  s e n s e s ,
w hen  ju d ic io u s ly  u s e d ,  a r e  th e  ga tew ay  to  know ledge .
T o u s  l e s  deux ont r a i s o n . .
L e s  s e n s  t r o m p e r o n t
T a n t  que s u r  l e u r  r a p p o r t  l e s  h o m m e s  ju g e ro n t ;
M ais  a u s s i ,  s i  l 'o n  r e c t i f i e
L ' im a g e  de l 'o b je t  s u r  so n  ê lo ig r& ie n t ,
S u r  le  m i l i e u  qui l 'e n v i r o n n e .
S u r  l 'o r g a n e  e t s u r  l ' in s t ru m e n t^ ^
L e s  s e n s  ne  t r o m p e r o n t  p e r s o n n e .
T h u s ,  l ik e  G a s s e n d i ,  L a  F o n ta in e  f in d s  a c tu a l  e x p e r ie n c e  f a r  l e s s  s u s ­
p e c t  th a n  the  a r g u m e n ts  of p re s u m p tu o u s  r e a s o n ,  f o r  th e  f o r m e r  d e a l s
w ith  w hat a c tu a l ly  h a p p en s  r a t h e r  th a n  why i t  h a p p e n s .  O n ly  th o s e  who
s tu d y  n a tu r e ,  u s in g  e x p e r ie n c e  a s  t h e i r  gu ide , c an  d i s c o v e r  h e r  s e c r e t s  
an d  p e r h a p s  g ra d u a l ly  u n m a s k  the  f o r c e s  b eh in d  c e r t a i n  p h e n o m en a  
w h ich  s e e m e d  in c o m p re h e n s ib le  to  o u r  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  T h ro u g h  su ch  
p ro b in g s  m a n  w il l  co m e  to u n d e r s ta n d  the  c a u s e s  of e a r th q u a k e s ,  th e  
t id e s ,  the  r o le  of the  m o o n , the  c a u se  of th u n d e r  w h ich  w as  f o r  th e  
a n c ie n ts  an d  the  ig n o ra n t  m a n  a s u r e  s ign  of G o d 's  a n g e r  a g a in s t  the  
w o r ld .  In  th i s  w ay , concludes the  poe t,  it  m a y  one d ay  be p o s s ib le  to  
d i s c o v e r  t h a t .
76. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 1 2 ^  , VII, 1^, 11. 2 4 -3 7 .
77. I b id . ,  11. 5 - 1 2 .
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L a  L u n e  n u lle  p a r t  n 'a  s a  s u r f a c e  unie:
M o n tu eu se  en  d es  l ieu x , en  d 'a u t r e s  a p la n ie .
L 'o m b r e  av ec  la  lu m iè r e  y peu t t r a c e r  souven t 
Un h o m m e ,  un boeuf, un é lé p h a n t____
T h e  r e s u l t s  of r e c e n t  lu n a r  e x p lo ra t io n s  have  m o r e  th an  v in d ic a te d  th e
I
a c c u r a c y  of the  op in ion  w hich  o u r  poet e x p r e s s e d  t h r e e  h u n d re d  y e a r s  
agol We know  now th a t  t h e r e  is  n e i th e r  m a n  n o r  cow n o r  e le p h a n t  on 
th e  s u r f a c e  of th e  m o o n .  It i s  a  ro c k y  d e s e r t ,  dev o id  of u n i fo r m  s u r ­
fa c e  a n d  m o u n ta in o u s  in  p la c e s .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  t h e o r y  of know led g e  
h a s  t h e r e f o r e  a  m e s s a g e  of hope f o r  m a n k in d  : the  c o m b in e d  e f fo r t  of 
the  h u m a n  r a c e  c a n  p e n e t r a te  so m e  s e c r e t s  of n a tu r e ,  p ro v id e d  th a t  
doub tfu l o r  s p e c u la t iv e  m e ta p h y s ic s  g iv e s  w ay  to  e x p e r im e n ta l  s c i e n c e .
B ut n o te  c a r e fu l ly ,  i n s i s t s  th e  p oe t,  th a t  no t ev en  e x p e r im e n ta l
s c ie n c e ,  no m a t t e r  how h igh ly  d ev e lo p ed , can  ex p ec t  to  a t t a in  the  a b s o -
«
lu te  t r u th ,  i r r e s p e c t i v e  of w hat p re s u m p tu o u s  h u m a n  r e a s o n  m a y  c la im .
A  c e r t a i n  m e a s u r e  of in c o m p re h e n s io n  i s  a  p a r t  of h u m a n  n a t u r e .  T h e r e  
w il l  a lw a y s  be  so m e  p ro b le m s  le f t  u n so lv ed ,  s o m e  q u e s t io n s  w h ich  a r e  
im p o s s ib le  to  a n s w e r ,  and  no p ro je c te d  a n s w e r  sh o u ld  d e em  i t s e l f  b e ­
y o n d  d i s p u te .  E x p e r i e n c e  i s  in c a p a b le  of. p e n e t r a t in g  th e  u l t im a te  p r i n ­
c ip le s  of r e a l i t y .  It can  n e v e r  know, f o r  e x a m p le ,  w ha t God i s  l ik e ,  
th e  n a tu r e  of s p i r i t  o r  w hat fo llow s a f t e r  m o r t a l  l i f e .  R e a s o n  c an  on ly  
im a g in e  an d  s p e c u la te ,  and  the  m o m e n t  im a g in a t io n  an d  in fe re n c e  ta k e  
th e  u p p e r  h a n d , a l l  c l a im s  t o '  r e l i a n c e  on r e a s o n  c an n o t be  a c c e p te d  
w ithou t q u e s t io n ,  f o r  the  f in i te  n a tu re  of the  h u m a n  in te l l e c t  c o n t r a d ic t s  
su ch  c la im s  :
II e s t  im p o s s ib le  a ceu x  qui e x a m in e n t  l e s  m a t i è r e s  
a  fond  d 'e n  v e n i r  ju s q u 'a  la  d e r n i e r e  p r e c i s io n ,  e t 
de ne  l a i s s e r  au cu n  d o u te . . . .O n  ne  peu t c o n n a î t r e  
p a r f a i t e m e n t  la  m o in d r e  ch o se  qui so i t  au  m o n d e ;  
t e l l e  e s t  l ' in te n t io n  de son  a u te u r ,  qui l ' a  p r é s e n te  
a  n o t r e  r a i s o n  c o m m e  une m a t i è r e  de s ' e x e r c e r ,  e t  
qu i l ' a  l i v r é  aux  d isp u te s  des  p h i lo s o p h e s .
A nd why th i s  p e r p e tu a l  d is p u ta t io n ?  Why th i s  fo l ly ?  L a  F o n ta in e  
b la m e s  i t  p a r t l y  on v an ity ,  p a r t ly  on im a g in a t io n .  T h e  l a t t e r  i s  i n ­
f lu e n c e d  b y  c u s to m s ,  co n v en tio n s ,  e x te r n a l  c i rc u m s  t a n c e s  a n d  a p p e a r a n ­
c e s .  Yet, i t  is  th i s  s a m e  im a g in a t io n  th a t  h e lp s  r e a s o n  to  co m b in e
78. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 12& JC, VII, 1 11. 3 8 - 4 1 .
79. I b id . ,  pp . 519 -  520.
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id e a s  an d  d ra w  c o n c lu s io n s ,  c o n c lu s io n s  w hich  a r e  o ften  a s  e lu sive , a s  
th e  im a g in a t io n  i t s e l f .
T he  po in t the  poet is  t ry in g  to  put a c r o s s  h e r e  is  c l e a r l y  i l i u s -  - 
t r a t e d  in  th e  e p iso d e  of L e s  D e v i n e r e s s e s . T h u s ,  a l th o u g h  th e  c l a i m s  
of the  s o - c a l l e d  " P y th o n e s s e "  to a  s u r e  know ledge  of the  fu tu re  a r e  
b a s e d  upon  m e r e  p s y c h o lo g ic a l  f l a i r ,  a id e d  by s h e e r  ch an c e ,  m o s t  
p eo p le ,  in  sp ite  of r e a s o n ,  a c c e p t  h e r  a s  a  d iv in e ly  i n s p i r e d  p r o p h e t e s s .  
C ro w d s  of g u ll ib le  m e n ,  w o m en  and c h i ld re n  f lock  to  h e r  h o v e l .  She is  
in v i te d  out to  tow n  and  to  ex p en s iv e  d in n e r s  by  a d m i r e r s ,  who a r e  p r e ­
p a r e d  to  w o r s h ip  h e r  b e c a u s e  in  t h e i r  ju d g e m e n t  she  d e s e r v e s  to  be  
h o n o u re d  l ik e  a  g o d d e ss ,  f o r  w hat e l s e  i s  she , if not d iv in e ?
On I 'a l l o i t  c o n s u l t e r  s u r  chaque  e v en em en t:
P e r d o i t - o n  un chiffon, a v o i t -o n  un a m a n t .
Un m a r i  v iv a n t  t rop , au  g re  de son ep o u se .
Une m e r e  f â c h e u s e ,  une f e m m e  ja lo u s e .
C hez  la  D ev in eu se  on c o u ro i t  
P o u r  se  f a i r e  a n n o n c e r  ce que l 'o n  d e s i r o i t .
San  f a i t  c o n s is to i t  en  a d r e s s e :
Q u e lq u e s  t e r m e s  de l ' a r t ,  b eau co u p  de h a r d i e s s e .
Du h a s a r d  q u e lq u e fo is ,  to u t  c e la  c o n c o u ro i t .
T o u t  c e la  b ie n  sou v en t fa i  s o it c r i e r  m i r a c l e .
E n f in ,  quoique ig n o ra n te  a  v ing t e t  t r o i s  c a r a t s ,
E l l e  p a s s o i t  p o u r  un o r a c l e .
T h e  a s to n i s h in g  d e g r e e  to  w hich  h u m a n  r e a s o n  is  a  v ic t im  of a p p e a r a n c e s  
an d  i l lu s io n s  is  s e e n  w hen the  su p p o se d  p r o p h e te s s  v a c a te s  h e r  o r ig in a l  
h o v e l  to  m o v e  in to  a  lu x u r io u s  f la t ,  an d  a n o th e r  w o m an , who i s  n o t a  
fo r tu n e  - t e l l e r ,  m o v e s  in to  i t .  T he  fab le  t e l l s  u s  th a t ,  in  s p i te  of th e  
p r o t e s t a t i o n s  of the  seco n d  w o m an  th a t  she  h e r s e l f  h a s  no th in g  to  do 
w ith  d iv in a t io n ,  in  sp ite  of the  o v e rw h e lm in g  e v id en ce  f u r n i s h e d  b y  the  
d i f f e r e n t  id e n t i t i e s  of the  two w om en , an d  in  sp i te  of c o m m o n  s e n s e ,  
c ro w d s  s t i l l  g a th e r  a ro u n d  the  r e v e r e d  ho v e l  to  have  t h e i r  f o r tu n e  p r e ­
d ic te d .
F e m m e s ,  f i l l e s ,  v a le ts ,  g ro s  M e s s i e u r s ,  to u t  en fin ,
A l lo i t ,  c o m m e  a u t r e f o i s ,  d e m a n d e r  son  d e s t in :
L e  g a le t a s  dev in t l ' a n t r e  de la  S iby lle .
L 'a u t r e  f e m e l le  avo it  a c h a la n d é  ce l ie u .
C e t te  d e r n i è r e  f e m m e  eut b e a u  f a i r e ,  eu t b e a u  d i r e ,  %
"M oi d ev in eI  on se  m oque : ehl M e s s i e u r s ,  s a i s - j e  l i r e ?
J e  n ' a i  j a m a i s  a p p r i s  que m a  c ro ix  de p a r  D ieu;
P o in t  de  r a i s o n  : f a l lu t  d e v in e r  e t  p r é d i r e .
M e t t r e  à  p a r t  fo r c e  bons  d u c a ts ,
E t  g a g n e r  m a l g r é  so i p lus  que deux a v o c a ts .
80. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 124, F a b l e s , VII, 15, 11. 9 - 20 .
81. I b i d . , 11. 28 - 37. )
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U t te r ly  d is m a y e d ,  h im s e l f ,  by  th e  g u l l ib i l i ty  of m e n  and  th e  f e e b le n e s s  
of t h e i r  r e a s o n ,  o u r  poe t e x c la im s  in  b e w i ld e r m e n t
 D e m a n d e z -m o i  p o u rq u o i.
A nd  the  e x p lan a t io n  he  g ives  to th is  p h en o m en o n  s u m s  up h is  a t t i tu d e  to  
h u m a n  r e a s o n ,  w h e th e r  it i s  ap p lied  to  re l ig io n ,  p o l i t ic s ,  m e ta p h y s i c s  
o r  p h ilo so p h y  :
83C 'e s t  1 'op in ion  qui fa i t  to u jo u r s  l a  v o g u e .
It  i s  o p in ion  f o r m e d  f r o m  im a g in a t io n  and  m e r e  a p p e a r a n c e s .  T h e s e  l a t ­
t e r  in f lu en c e  r e a s o n  and  ju d g e m e n t .  S ince  the  n ew ly  a c q u i r e d  and  w e l l -  
f u r n i s h e d  f la t ,  o c c u p ie d  by  th e  f o r m e r  f o r t u n e - t e l l e r ,  i s  no lo n g e r  th e  
a n c ie n t  h o v e l ,  an y th in g  p re d ic te d  in  i t ,  even  by th e  a c c la im e d  p r o p h e te s s  
h e r s e l f ,  co u ld  no t be  t r u e .  On the  o th e r  han d , w h a te v e r  p r e d ic t io n s  
a r e  m a d e  in  the  p o p u la r  and  id o l iz e d  h o v e l  a r e  u n q u e s t io n a b le ,  ev en  if
th e  new  o c cu p a n t  i s  not, and does  no t c la im  to  b e ,  a  f o r t u n e - t e l l e r .
«
T h e  p o w e r  of d iv in a t io n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  l i e s  not in  th e  p e r s o n a g e s  b u t  in  
the  a p p e a r a n c e  of the  h o v e l 's  s u r ro u n d in g s .  T h a t ,  s a y s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  
is  th e  ju d g e m e n t  of m e n ;  and  a f t e r  su ch  fo lly , th e y  c la im  to  be  c a p a b le  
of p o s s e s s in g  a s u r e  and  c e r t a in  know ledge  of u l t im a te  t r u t h s .
It  i s  no t c l e a r l y  known f r o m  w h e re  the  p o e t  d re w  in s p i r a t i o n  
f o r  th is  d e l ig h tfu l  s t o r y  of a  fe m a le  d iv in e r .  It i s  m o s t  l ik e ly  th a t  h e  
c a m e  b y  th e  e p iso d e  th ro u g h  h is  r e a d in g s  in  L a t in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  f o r  so 
m a n y  " S ib y l le s "  e x i s t e d  in G re ek  and  L a t in  a n t iq u i ty .  B ut we a r e  i n ­
c l in e d  to  b e l ie v e ,  judg ing  f r o m  L a  F o n ta in e 's  good know ledge  of V i r g i l ' s
w o rk s ,  th a t  h e  r e l i e d  v e r y  m u c h  upon r e m in i s c e n c e s  of the  Syb il  of
'  84
C um a^ d e s c r i b e d  b y  V i r g i l  in  the  s ix th  B ook  of th e  Æ n e id .  T h e
s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e tw e e n  V i r g i l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  and  L a  F o n ta in e 's  d e s c r ip t i o n  of
the  " F y th o n e s s e "  an d  h e r  hovel a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r ik in g .  O ne c an n o t
h e lp  a d m i r in g  how  th e  poe t h a s  sk i l fu l ly  u s e d  th i s  an t iq u e  s t o r y  to
i l l u s t r a t e  an  a s p e c t  of h is  ph ilo sophy  of r e a s o n .
T h e  a p p l ic a t io n  of the  l a t t e r  to  the  o b v io u s ly  in so lu b le  p r o b ­
le m s  of l i fe  is  v a in  and  fu t i le ,  f o r  r e a s o n ,  on a c c o u n t  of i t s  h igh  s u s ­
c e p t ib i l i ty  to  p r e ju d ic e s ,  e r r o r  and  f a n a t ic i s m ,  i s  in c a p a b le  of r e a c h in g
u l t im a te  t r u t h .  It should  th e r e f o r e  no t be  r e l i e d  upon w h e re  i t  canno t
82. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , F a b le s ,  VII, 15, D .5 0 .
83. Ib id . 1. 1.
84. V i r g i l e ,  E n e id e ,  VI, 42, 77, 98.
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be e f fe c t iv e .  It is  no w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  b e c a m e  
e a s i l y  i r r i t a t e d  a t  a l l  p h i lo so p h ic a l  p r e te n s io n s  to p a s s  b e y o n d  th e  
bounds  of h u m a n  e x p e r ie n c e .  To the  im p o s to r s ,  p r e s u m p tu o u s  m e t a ­
p h y s ic ia n s  and  a r r o g a n t  p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  the  poet pu ts  a  n u m b e r  of p e n e -
I
t r a t in g  and  ch a l len g in g  q u e s t io n s  : If  a l l  t h e o r i e s  abou t the  u l t im a te  
n a t u r e  of r e a l i t y  a r e  q u e s t io n a b le ,  can  th e r e  be an y  b a s i s  f o r  o f f e r in g  
one a s  th e  a b so lu te  t r u t h  o r  p e r s e c u t in g  people  f o r  a c c e p t in g  one r a t h e r  
th a n  the  o t h e r ?  A nd s in ce  th e  r ig h t  o r  t r u e  b e l ie f s  can n o t b e  e a s i l y  . 
d i s t in g u is h e d  f r o m  the  f a l s e ,  i s  t h e r e  any  m o r a l  ju s t i f i c a t io n  f o r  r e l i ­
g io u s ,  p o l i t ic a l  an d  in te l l e c tu a l  d o g m a t is m  an d  i t s  a t te n d a n t  d i s r u p t io n  
of s o c ie ty ?
L a  F o n ta in e 's  a p p ro a c h  to  the  D e s c a r t e s / G a s s e n d i  c o n t r o v e r s y
o v e r  r e a s o n  and  th e  s e n s e s  i s  th u s  a p r a c t i c a l  one , b a s e d  on the  f a c t s
#
of e x p e r i e n c e .  W hile he  a f f i r m s  th e  f in a l  a u th o r i ty  of r e a s o n  o v e r  th e  
s e n s e s ,  th i s  d o e s  not d e t r a c t  f r o m : t h e  b e l ie f  th a t  r e a s o n  c an n o t  o p e r a te  
w ithou t the  s e n s e s .  A t the  s a m e  t im e  he  r e c o g n iz e s  the  l i m i t s  of h u ­
m a n  r e a s o n  in  c e r t a i n  s p h e r e s  of in q u i ry .  B y  ad o p tin g  th is  a t t i tu d e ,  
th e  p o e t  h a s  c l e v e r ly  m o d if ie d  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  thought d a t in g  b a c k  to  th e  
p r e - S o c r a t i c  p h ilo so p h y  of H e r a c l i tu s  and  D e m o c r i tu s .  B o th  p h i lo s o ­
p h e r s ,  i t  w i l l  b e  r e c a l l e d ,  p o s tu la te  th a t  the  h u m a n  s e n s e s  a r e  a lw a y s  
d e c e i t fu l  an d  u n r e l ia b le  a s  in s t r u m e n t s  of kno w led g e .
H e r a c l i t u s  (540 - 480 B . C . )  r e c o g n iz e s  tw o c h a n n e ls  th ro u g h
w hich  so m e th in g  c a n  be p e rc e iv e d ,  n a m e ly ,  the  s e n s e s  an d  r e a s o n .
B u t of t h e s e  tw o, he d en o u n ces  the  f o r m e r  an d  a c c e p t s  th e  l a t t e r .
II juge  le  té m o ig n a g e  d e s  s e n s  ind igne  de fo i ,  e t  
i l  p o se  la  r a i s o n  c o m m e  c r i t é r i u m  u n iq u e .  I l  
r é p u d ié  le  té m o ig n a g e  d es  s e n s  en  c e s  t e r m e s :  '
" P o u r  l e s  e s p r i t s  b a r b a r e s  l e s  yeux  e t  l e s  o r e i l l e s  
son t de m a u v a is  t é m o in s " .
B ut w hen  H e r a c l i t u s  sp ea k s  of r e a s o n ,  he m e a n s  th e  u n i v e r s a l  r a t h e r
th a n  the  in d iv id u a l  o r  p r iv a te  op in ion . T he ' f i r s t ,  h e  a r g u e s ,  i s  u s u a l ly
in  c o n fo rm i ty  w ith  the  t ru th ;  the  seco n d  i s  no t.
C 'e s t  p o u rq u o i  i l  fau t se c o n f ie r  a la  r a i s o n  -
gene r a i e .  T o u te s  le s  fo is  que nous nous m e t to n s  
en  co m m u n io n  av ec  e l le ,  nous s o m m e s  d an s  le
85. F r a n c k ,  A d o lphe , M . , D ic t io n a i r e  d e s  s c ie n c e s  p h i lo s o p h iq u e s .  
D e u x iè m e  ed it io n ,  P a r i s ,  (H ach e tte ) ,  1875, pp . 698 - 699: 
(A r t ic le  H e r a c l i t e ) .
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v r a i ;  n o u s  s o m m e s  dans  le  faux , au  c o n t r a i r e ,  
to u te s  l e s  fo is  que no^g nous abandonnons  à 
n o t r e  s e n s  in d iv id u e l .
A s  f o r  D e m o c r i tu s  (470 - 360? B . C . ) ,  he  no t only  d i s t r u s t s  the  s e n s e s
c o m p le te ly ,  bu t goes  f u r t h e r  to q u e s t io n  the  c la im  by  h u m a n  r e a s o n  to
r e l i a b i l i t y .  H is  a p p ro a c h  to  the p ro b le m  i s  r e m a r k a b l y  s c e p t i c a l .
He d e c l a r e s  : -
II n 'y  a  r i e n  de v r a i ,  ou s ' i l  y a du  v r a i ,  n ous  
ne  le  c o n n a is s o n s  p a s .  I l  nous e s t  im p o s s ib le  de 
c o n n a î t r e  l a  v é r i t é  s u r  quoi que ce  so it: l a  v é r i t é  
e s t  au  fond d 'u n  a b im e .  N ous ne  sav o n s  p a s  m ê m e  
s i  n o u s  s av o n s  quelque c h o se  ou s i  nous v iv o n s  d an s  
la  p lu s  c o m p le te  ig n o ra n c e ;  n ous  n e  s av o n s  p a s  
d a v an ta g e  s ' i l  e x is te  que lque  ch o se  ou s i  r i e n  n 'e x i s t e .
T h e s e  a r e  the  t r a d i t i o n a l  f a th e r s  who e s t a b l i s h e d  the  in te l l e c tu a l  s c e p r  
t i c i s m  th a t  s t r e t c h e d  th ro u g h  M on ta igne  and  G a ss e n d i ,  to  L a  F o n ta in e .
B u t the  n o v e l ty  of the  l a t t e r ' s  th in k in g ,  th e  m e r i t  of h i s  a p p ro a c h  o v e r  
th a t  of h is  t r a d i t i o n a l  m a s t e r s ,  l i e s  in  the  p ro m in e n c e  h e  g iv e s  to  e x ­
p e r i e n c e .  C o n sc io u s  of the  n e ed  and  w o r th  of o b s e r v a t io n .  L a  F o n ta in e  
is  d e te r m in e d  no t to  a l lo w  r a t io n a l  a rg u m e n t  a lone  to  d e c id e  i s s u e s  
w h ich  of t h e i r  n a tu r e  d em an d  in s p e c t io n  and  v e r i f i c a t io n .  F o r  the  p o e t ,  
w e canno t be  p e r s u a d e d  on r a t io n a l  g ro u n d s  a lo n e  to  a c c e p t  s c ie n t i f ic  
t h e o r i e s ,  b u t on ly  on r a t io n a l  a r g u m e n t  w h ich  i s  b a s e d  upoiv r e - e n f o r c e d  
o r  c o n f i rm e d  b y  th e  r e s u l t s  of o b s e r v a t io n  and  e x p e r im e n t .  T h u s  t h e r e  
a r e  two w ay s  of a c q u i r in g  know ledge: e x p e r ie n c e  and  r e a s o n in g .  K now ­
led g e  b e g in s  w ith  e x p e r ie n c e  and  ends  w ith  r e a s o n .  T h e  l a t t e r  a lo n e  
m a y  s o m e t im e s  sound conv incing  bu t  i t  can n o t p e r s u a d e  f o r  long  if  i t  
is  no t b a c k e d  up w ith  p r a c t i c a l  r e s u l t s  d ra w n  f r o m  e x p e r i e n c e .  W isd o m , 
t h e r e f o r e ,  l i e s  in  a ju d ic io u s  c o m b in a t io n  of m a th e m a t i c a l  r e a s o n in g  
w ith  e x p e r im e n t a l  o b s e r v a t io n .  R e a s o n  "d ec id e  e n  m a î t r e s s e " ,  no 
doubt, b u t  i t  c an  do so e f fe c t iv e ly  only  on m a t t e r s  w ith in  th e  bounds  of 
e x p e r i e n c e .  B y  th u s  l im i t in g  the  p o w e r  o f  r e a s o n .  L a  F o n ta in e  c o n ­
c lu d e s  h is  th e o r y  of know ledge  on th e  s a m e  note  a s  G a s s e n d i .
86. F r a n c k ,  O p. C i t . ,  pp. 698 - 699.
87. I b id . ,  p . 357; (A r t ic le  D e m o c r i te ) .
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F r o m  th e  a f f i r m a t io n  of o u r  fa i th  in  th e  v a lu e  of e x p e r i m e n ­
t a l  k n o w led g e ,  th e  poet goes f u r t h e r  to  de fen d  i t  a g a in s t  th o s e  who 
u n d e r e s t im a te  i t s  im p o r ta n c e .  T h e  fa b le ,  L 'A v a n ta g e  de la  S c ie n c e ,  
i s  a  r e a c t i o n  to  th e  te n d e n c y  at th a t  epoch  to  d e n ig r a te  know ledge  in  
f a v o u r  of m o n e y  a n d  m a t e r i a l  w e a l th .  T h i s  te n d e n c y  w as  in h e r i t e d  
f r o m  th e  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  when M elin  de S a in t - G e la i s  w ro te  in  one 
of h is  p o e m s  :
D y m o y ,  a m y ,  que v a u t - i l  m ie u x  a v o i r ?
B ea co u p  de b ie n s ,  ou b eau co u p  de s ç a v o i r ?
J e  n 'e n  s ç a y  r ie n ,  m a i s  l e s  s ç a v a n s  je  v o y  
F a i r e  l a  c o u r  a  ceux  qui ont de quoy.
A n o th e r  s ix t e e n th - c e n tu r y  poe t, C h a r l e s  F o n ta in e ,  d e v o ted  th e  p o e m , 
L 'A r g e n t  donne la  s c i e n c e , to  the  a rg u m e n t  th a t  m o n e y  i s  m o r e  i m p o r ­
ta n t  th a n  k n o w led g e ,  s in ce  no know ledge  can  be p u r s u e d  w ithou t m o n ey :
E n  to u t  h o n n e u r  et e x c e l le n c e  
Q u iconque  v e u t  a l l e r  av an t ,
Q u i e r r e  l ' a r g e n t ,  non  la  s c ie n c e .
L e s  l e t t r e s  n 'a i l l e  p o u rs u iv a n t .
P o u r  f a i r e  un  s ç a v a n t ,  la  r e s s o u r c e  
L a  p lu s  c e r t a in e ,  c ’e s t  l ' a r g e n t  
A u jo u r d 'h u i  l 'h o m m e  e s t  f o r t  s ç a v a n t  
Q ui s ç a i t  f o r c e  e cu s  en s a  bourse .^*^
T h e  a d o p tio n  of th i s  a t t i tu d e  by  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  p ro v id e s  th e  i n ­
te l l e c tu a l  co n tex t  in  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  c o m m e n te d  on th e  r e l a t i v e  i m ­
p o r ta n c e  of m o n e y  a n d  kno w led g e .  A ro u n d  1672, F r e n c h  c o m m e r c e  and  
in d u s t ry  f lo u r i s h e d  th a n k s  to  C o lb e r t ' s  s h re w d  an d  .sound e co n o m ic  
p lan n in g .  T h e  flow  of c a p i ta l ,  c o n se q u e n t  on th is  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  gave  a  
new  s o c ia l  im p o r ta n c e  and  p o l i t ic a l  p o w er  to  the  c o m m e r c i a l  an d  in d u s ­
t r i a l  m id d le  c l a s s  who c o n t ro l le d  th e  c a p i t a l .  A s  w ould  b e  e x p e c te d ,  
th is  s o c ia l  ch ange  r e f l e c te d  in  the  w r i t in g s  of th e  s a t i r i c a l  p o e ts  and  
m o r a l i s t s ,  who d i s c u s s e d  the  im p o r ta n c e  of m o n e y  v i s - a - v i s  k n o w led g e . 
T h e i r  r e a c t io n  i s  a  m ix tu r e  of c y n ic i s m  and  open  c o n fe s s io n .  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e 's  f r i e n d ,  B o i le a u ,  d e c l a r e s  :
Q u iconque  e s t  r i c h e  e s t  to u t .  Sans  s a g e s s e  i l  e s t  s a g e .
Il  a  s a n s  r i e n  s ç a v o i r  la  s c ie n c e  en  p a r t a g e .
Il a l ' e s p r i t ,  le  coeur, le  m é r i t é ,  le  ra n g .
L a  v e r tu ,  la  v a le u r ,  la  d ig n ité ,  le  s an g .  -
88. M elin  de Ssaiixt-Gelays, Œ u v r e s  c o m p le te s ,  (ed i t io n  B la n c h e m a in ) ,
P a r i s ,  1873, t .  II. p. 39.
89. F o n ta in e ,  C h a r le s ,  L e s  P o e te s  f r a n ç o i s ,  d ep u is  le  XII® s ie c le  j u s q u 'a
M a lh e rb e ,  P a r i s ,  (C ra p e le t ) ,  1824, t . I I I ,  p. 444. (6 v o ls ) .
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I l  e s t  a im e  d e s  G ra n d s ,  i l  e s t  c h é r i  d e s  B e l l e s .
J a m a i s  S u r - in te n d a n t  ne t ro u v a  de C r u e l l e s .
L 'o r  m e s m e  a la  l a id e u r  donne un te in t  de b e a u te :
M ais  to u t  d ev ien t  a f f re u x  a v ec  la  p a u v re té .
A nd  L a  B r u y e r e  a d d s  l a t e r  :
Une g ra n d e  n a i s s a n c e  ou une g ra n d e  fo r tu n e  an nonce  
le  m é r i t é ,  e t  le  f a i t  p lu s  tô t  r e m a r q u e r .  . . .  A m e s u r e  
que la  f a v e u r  et l e s  g ra n d s  b ie n s  se  r e t i r e n t  d 'u n  
h o m m e ,  i l s  l a i s s e n t  v o i r  en  lu i  le r id ic u le  q u ' i l s  
c o u v ra ie n t ,  e t  qu i y é ta i t  s a n s  que p e r s o n n e  s 'e n  
a p e r ç u t .
It w as  in  r e s p o n s e  to  th is  s i tu a t io n  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  c o m p o se d
th e  fab le  qu o ted  e a r l i e r .  A lthough  he  h im s e l f  l iv e d  f o r  m o s t  of the  t im e
on th e  g e n e r o s i ty  of the  r ic h ,  and  w as  a c u te ly  a w a re  of the  s o c ia l  u t i ­
l i ty  of w e a l th ,  h e  n e v e r  r e s o r t e d  to  c o w ard ly  c y n ic i s m ,  but spoke  ou t
c o u r a g e o u s ly  an d  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d ly  a g a in s t  th e  s i tu a t io n  w hich  s c a n d a l i -
*
z ed  m a n y  of h is  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  In  h is  u s u a l  i r o n i c a l  s ty le ,  h e  f i r s t
of a l l  b u i ld s  up a p o w erfu l  a rg u m e n t  f o r  the  opposing  s id e ,  th a t  i s  in
fa v o u r  of m o n e y  an d  r i c h e s  :
E n t r e  deux  B o u rg e o is  d 'u n e  v i l le  
S 'e m u t  j a d i s  un d if fé ren d :
L 'u n  e to i t  p a u v re ,  m a i s  h ab i le ;
L 'a u t r e  r i c h e ,  m a i s  ig n o ra n t .
C e l u i - c i  s u r  son  c o n c u r r e n t  '  • - ' -
V oui oit e m p o r t e r  l 'a v a n ta g e ,
P r e t e n d o i t  que tou t h o m m e  sage  
E to i t  te n u  de l 'h o n o r e r .
"M on  a m i ,  d i s o i t - i l  souven t 
A u  s a v a n t .
V ous v ous  c ro y e z  c o n s id e ra b le ;
M a is ,  d i te  s - m o i ,  t e n e z -v o u s  ta b le ?
Que s e r t  a  vo s  p a r e i l s  de l i r e  i n c e s s a m m e n t?
I l s  son t to u jo u r s  lo g e s  a la  t r o i s i è m e  c h a m b r e .
V ê tu s  au  m o is  de ju in  c o m m e  au  m o is  de d é c e m b r e .
A y an t  p o u r  to u t  la q u a is  l e u r  o m b re  s e u le m e n t .
L a  R ép u b liq u e  a b ie n  a f f a i r e  
De g en s  qui ne d é p e n se n t  r ie n l  
J e  ne  s a i s  d 'h o m m e  n é c e s s a i r e  
Q ue c e lu i  dont le  luxe  epand  b eau co u p  de b ie n .
N ous en  u s o n s ,  D ieu  sa i t !  n o t r e  p l a i s i r  o ccupe  
L 'a r t i s a n ,  le  v e n d e u r ,  c e lu i  qu i f a i t  la  ju p e .
E t  c e l le  qui la  p o r te ,  et vo u s , qui d e d iez  
A M e s s i e u r s  le s  gens  de f in an ce^ ^
______________ De m é c h a n t s  l i v r e s  b ie n  p a y e s " .____________ _____ ___________ _ _____
90. B o ile au ,  D.^ O p. Cit.,. p. 4 6, ‘
91. L a  B r u y è r e ,  J e a n  de, L e s  C a r a c t è r e s  ou le s  M oeurs  de ce s i e c l e , P a r i s ,
( G a rn ie r ) ,  1962, p. 1 8 0 :  "D es  b ie n s  de f o r tu n e " .
92. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p. 135, F a b l e s , VIII, 19, 11. 1 - 28 .
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B ut he b u i ld s  up th i s  fo rm id a b le  a rg u m e n t  f o r  the  ig n o ra n t  r i c h  only  
to s m a s h  i t  in  j u s t  te n  h a r d - h i t t in g  l in e s  w hich  la y  b a r e  the  v a n i ty  an d  
p e r i s h a b le  n a tu r e  of m a t e r i a l  w ea lth  v i s - a - v i s  the  d u r a b i l i ty  of k n o w ­
le d g e .
C es  m o ts  r e rb p l i s  d ' im p e r t in e n c e  
E u r e n t  le  s o r t  q u ' i l s  m é r i t o i e n t .
L 'h o m m e  l e t t r é  se  tu t ,  i l  av o it  t r o p  à  d i r e .
L a  g u e r r e  le  v en g ea  b ien  m ie u x  q u 'une  s a t i r e .
M a r s  d é t r u i s i t  le  l ie u  que n o s  gens  h ab ito ien t:
L 'u n  e t  l ' a u t r e  q u itte  sa  v i l l e .
L ' i g n o r a n t  r e s t a  s an s  a s i l e :
I l  r e ç u t  p a r to u t  d e s  m é p r i s ;
L 'a u t r e  r e ç u t  p a r to u t  que lque  fa v e u r  n o uve lle :
C e la  d é c id a  l e u r  q u e r e l l e .
T h e  s i tu a t io n  c h o s e n  by  L a  F o n ta in e  to i l l u s t r a t e  h is  po in t of v iew  m a y  
s e e m  so m e w h a t  out of the  n o r m a l  a n d  f a r - f e t c h e d ,  b u t th o se  of u s  who 
h a v e  l iv e d  w ith  th e  ig n o ra n t  r i c h ,  an d  s e e n  t h e i r  con d it io n  in  t im e s  of 
c r i s i s ,  know  how  down to  e a r th  the  p o e t 's  e x am p le  i s .  H is  ch o ice  of a 
w a r  s i tu a t io n  sh o u ld  no t be  s e e n  to  m e a n  th a t  he  la c k e d  e v e ry d a y  i n ­
s ta n c e s  th a t  e x p o se  the  c o u n t le s s  a d v a n ta g e s  of know ledge  and  w is d o m  
o v e r  w e a l th  an d  r i c h e s .  In d eed  he h a d  too  m a n y  in s ta n c e s  to  g iv e ,  bu t 
he  w a n ted  a  s i tu a t io n  in  w hich  the  c o n t r a s t s  b e tw ee n  the  two p a i r s  w ould  
be so s t r ik in g ly  e v id en t  a s  to  n e ed  no f u r t h e r  a rg u m e n t ,  and  i t  i s  in  
su ch  a b n o r m a l  s i tu a t io n s  a s  the  w a r  th a t  the  t r u t h  of th e  m a t t e r  b e c o m e s  
m o r e  o b v io u s ,  h e n c e  he ch o se  a s i tu a t io n  of w a r .  A f te r  su ch  a  v iv id  
an d  c o n c r e te  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  the  r e a d e r  i s  le f t  w ith  no o th e r  c o n c lu s io n  
th a n  the  one d ra w n  by  the  p oe t h im s e l f  :
• 94L a i s s e z  d i r e  l e s  so ts  : le  s a v o i r  a  son  p r ix .
M oney  and  r i c h e s  a r e  bu t t e s t im o n ie s  of w hat k n o w led g e , th a t  i s ,  w ha t
th e  c u l tu r e d  h u m a n  m in d ,  can  in v en t .  In  th is  s e n s e ,  eq u a tin g  m o n e y
w ith  k n ow ledge  is  a s  r id ic u lo u s  a s  p lac in g  a c r e a t u r e  and  h is  c r e a t o r  on
th e  s a m e  fo o tin g . F o r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  i t  i s  know ledge  and  e d u ca t io n ,  n o t
m o n e y ,  th a t  r e f in e  m a n 's  c ru d e  n a tu r e ,  give h im  so m e  m a s t e r y  o v e r
h i s  e n v i ro n m e n t ,  th u s  en h an c in g  h u m a n  d ig n ity .
L e  p eu  de so in , le t e m p s ,  tou t fa i t  q u 'o n  d é g é n é ré :
F a u te  de c u l t iv e r  la  n a tu re  e t s e s  dons ,
Ohl c o m b ie n  de C é s a r s  d e v ie n d ro n t  L a r id o n s I
93. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 135, F a b l e s , VIII, 19, H. 29 - 38.
94. I b i d . , 1 .3 9 .
95. I b i d . ,  p. 137, VIII, 24, 11. 22 - 24.
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T h e  s u g g e s t io n  th a t  sound know ledge  (not v a in  sp e c u la t io n s ) ,  c an  i m ­
p ro v e  th e  lo t  of m a n  w ith in  the  l im i t s  im p o s e d  by  n a tu r e ,  a s  w e l l  a s  
h e ig h te n  h i s  d ig n ity ,  i s  a l r e a d y  an  a p p r e c ia b le  ad v an ce  f r o m  the  u n ­
q u a l i f i e d  p e s s i m i s m  w hich  c o lo u re d  the  p o e t 's  p h ilo so p h y  in  the  f i r s t
I
c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  T h is  p o s i t io n  a n t ic ip a te s  the  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  d o c ­
t r i n e  of th e  u n iv e r s e  w h ich  he is  to fo r m u la te  l a t e r ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e  in  
th e  n e x t  It  i s  th u s  e a s y  to  see  th a t  the  in te l l e c tu a l  an d  g a s -
s e n d i s t  m i l i e u ,  in  w h ich  the  poet now found h im s e l f ,  w as  a l r e a d y  
h av in g  a  p ro fo u n d  im p a c t  upon h is  m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e .  He w as  no t  o n ly  
to  c u l t iv a te  th e  p h i lo so p h ic a l  a t t i tu d e  of th is  m i l i e u ,  bu t a l s o  to  i m ­
b ibe  i t s  s c ie n t i f i c  c u r io s i ty ,  i t s  h u m a n is m  an d  i t s  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  t e n -  
d e n c i e s .
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2. T h e  M a n if e s ta t io n  of P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  T e n d e n c ie s .
We h a v e  e a r l i e r  in  th is  s tudy  d i s c u s s e d  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  f i r s t  
c o n ta c t  w ith  C h r i s t i a n  r e l ig io n  th ro u g h  the  “C ollège  de C h â t e a u - T h i e r r y  ^
an d  th e  O r a t o r y ,  an d  the  t r a c e s  w hich  th is  e x p e r ie n c e  le f t  in h is  
l i t e r a r y  w o rk s  an d  p e r s o n a l  a t t i tu d e .  But, c o n s id e ra b le  a s  i s  the  i n ­
f lu en ce  of th e s e  c o n ta c t s ,  i t  i s  f a r  f r o m  be in g  d e c i s iv e  in  the  f o r m a ­
t io n  of the  p o e t 's  r e l ig io u s  a t t i tu d e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  he w as  n e i th e r  
a m e n a b le  to  r e l ig io u s  in d o c t r in a t io n  n o r  ab le  to  f in i s h  h i s  t r a in in g  t h e r e .  
T h e  in f lu en c e  of the  s e m in a r y  e x p e r ie n c e  m u s t  t h e r e f o r e  be  w e ig h ed  
a lo n g s id e  o th e r  c o n ta c ts  and  in f lu e n c e s  w h ich  a l s o  h a d  so m e  im p a c t  on 
th e  p o e t 's  m in d .  But b e fo re  going on to  d i s c u s s  th e s e  o th e r  c o n ta c t s ,  
i t  i s  p e r t in e n t  to  r e c a l l  th a t  in  a d d i t io n  to  the  p o s i t iv e  in f lu e n c e s  w h ic h  
P o r t - R o y a l  a n d  the  O r a to r y  h ad  on L a  F o n ta in e 's  m e n ta l  ou tlook , th e  
J a n s e n i s t  d o c t r in e  of fa l le n  h u m a n  n a tu r e  c o m b in e d  w ith  th e  pcfet's 
r e a d in g  of M o n ta igne  to  p ro d u ce  h i s  p e s s im i s t i c  v ie w  of m a n  o r  h i s  
f a t a l i s t i c  a t t i tu d e  in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  T h is  p e s s i m i s t i c  c o n ­
c e p t  of m a n  im p l ie s  t h r e e  m a in  p ro p o s i t io n s ,  no t c l e a r l y  s ta t e d  in  L a  
F o n t a i n e 's  w r i t in g ,  bu t  qu ite  d i s c e r n ib l e  in th a t  of h is  m o d e l ,  n a m e ly ,  
th a t  m a n  is  c o s m ic a l ly  in s ig n if ic a n t  o r  not a  p r iv i l e g e d  c r e a t u r e ;  th a t  
he b e lo n g s  e n t i r e l y  w ith in  the  n a tu r a l  o r d e r  a long  w ith  the  o th e r  a n im a l s ;  
an d  th a t  th e  id e a  of an  a l l -w a tc h fu l  P r o v id e n c e  r e g u la t in g  the  a f f a i r s  of 
m e n  i s  a n  i l lu s io n .  With m a t u r i t y  an d  g r e a t e r  in t e l l e c tu a l  in d e p e n d e n c e ,  
a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  the  seco n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  th e  p o e t  is  now to  
r e t a i n  s o m e  of th e s e  p ro p o s i t io n s ,  r e j e c t  so m e  to ta l ly  an d  m o d ify  th e  
r e s t .
L e t  u s  b e g in  by e x am in in g  h is  op in ion  ab o u t  m a n .  H e r e ,  the  
e v id en c e  of th e  te x t  of the  seco n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  p o in ts  to  the  f a c t  
th a t  the  te n  y e a r s  s e p a ra t in g  the  f a b le s  of 1668 an d  th o s e  of 1678 h a v e  
m a d e  no a p p r e c ia b le  change in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  v iew  of m a n .  In  L 'H o m m e  
et la  C o u le u v re  (X, 1), he  a p p e a r s  to m a k e  so m e  c o n c e s s io n  to  m a n .
F o r  e x a m p le ,  the  poet s ta t e s  th a t  m a n ,  in  sp i te  of h i s  im p e r f e c t io n s ,  
is  th e  k in g  of c r e a t io n .  T h e r e  i s  a su g g es t io n  th a t  m a n  is  m o r e  
g e n e r o u s ly  endow ed than  any  o th e r  e a r th ly  c r e a t u r e ,  ex p lo i t in g  f o r  h i s  
own b e n e f i t ,  l ik e  a n  a b so lu te  m o n a r c h ,  the  e l e m e n t s ,  p la n ts  an d  o th e r  
a n im a l s .  T h a t  m a n ,  a lthough  w ith in  n a tu r e ,  h a s  d is t in c t iv e  c h a r a c t e r i s ­
t i c s  w h ich  s e t  h im  a p a r t  f ro m  o th e r  n a tu r a l  f o r m s .  T h u s  one g e ts  th e
308
i m p r e s s i o n  th a t  th is  d i s t in c t iv e n e s s  of m a n  is  d e f in i t iv e  and  o v e r ­
r i d e s  in  m e ta p h y s i c a l  and  e th ic a l  im p o r ta n c e  the  c o m m o n  r e a l m  of 
n a tu r e  w hich  m a n  s h a r e s  w ith  o th e r  l iv in g  th in g s ,  s in ce  the  ch o ice  an d  
e v a lu a t io n  of a c t io n  l ie  p r o p e r ly  w ith in  the  s p h e r e  of h u m a n  pow er an d  
ju d g e m e n t .
1 - '
J e  p o u r r a i s  d e c id e r ,  c a r  ce d r o i t  m ’a p p a r t i e n t____
T o u t n ' e s t  que p o u r  lu i  s e u l . . . .
(T ous)  ont p o u r  bu t son  p l a i s i r  a in s i  que so n  b e s o in .
B u t w hat L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  done h e r e  is  to co n d em n  m a n  m o r e  th a n  
e v e r  b e f o r e  b y  a t ta c k in g  m a n 's  p r e r o g a t i v e s .  T h e  r e a d e r  is  s t r u c k  b y  ' 
th e  p o e t 's  s a r c a s t i c  t u r n  of m in d  in  th is  p a r t i c u l a r  f a b le .  He a l lu d e s  
to  m a n 's  p r e r o g a t iv e s  in  o r d e r  to  u s e  th e  a b u se  of th e s e  s e l f - a r r o g a t e d  
r ig h t s  by  m a n  a s  a  b a s i s  f o r  a  m o r e  d e v a s ta t in g  a t t a c k  on h u m a n  
b e in g s .  T h e  p o e t  c o n s id e r s  a  p a r a d o x ic a l  a p p ro a c h  to  be m o r e  e f f e c ­
tive  th i s  t im e  th a n  the  d i r e c t  a t ta c k  he lau n ch e d  on h u m a n  n a tu r e  t e n  
y e a r s  e a r l i e r .  T h e  fa c t  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e t a in s  h i s  op in ion  ab o u t m a n  
a t  th i s  s tag e  d o e s  not im p ly  th a t  op in ions  on h u m a n  n a tu r e  w e r e  no t  
chan g in g  d u r in g  the  p e r io d  1668 - 1678. Indeed , the  epoch w as  c h a r a c ­
t e r i z e d  by  d ua l te n d e n c ie s  : the  r e c o g n i t io n  of m a n 's  in te l l e c tu a l  p o w e rs  
a n d  a d m i r a b le  in g en u ity ,  and  the  co n d em n a tio n  of h is  m o r e  s e l f i s h  a n d  
b a s e  a t t i tu d e s .  T h u s  p ro l i f ic  w r i t e r s ,  such  a s  B o s s u e t ,  c r i t i c ,  t h e o ­
lo g ian ,  p ro v id e n t i a l i s t  and  A u g u s t in ia n  to  the  c o r e ,  w h ile  c r i t i c i z in g  
m a n 's  s h o r t - c o m in g s ,  s p a r e d  no e f fo r t  to  po in t out h is  m e r i t s  a s  w e l l .
B o s s u e t  re fu tes .  M onta igne  and  a c c u s e s  h im  of re d u c in g  h u m a n  n a tu r e
b e lo w  th a t  of b r u te  b e a s t s .  H e upho lds  m a n  a s  a  un ique  and  in e s t im a b le  
c r e a t u r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  m a n 's  p o s i t io n  a s  a  b e in g  d e s t in e d  b y  P r o v i ­
d en ce  f o r  e t e r n i ty .  B o s s u e t  r e f e r s  to  m a n 's  in g e n u i ty  a s  a  p ro o f  of 
h is  s u p e r i o r i t y  o v e r  the  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e r s e .
L 'h o m m e  a p r e s q u e  change  l a  fa c e  du m o n d e ;  i l  a  su
d o m p te r  p a r  l ' e s p r i t  l e s  a n im a u x  qui le  s u rm o n ta ie n t  
p a r  l a  fo rc e ;  i l  a  su d i s c ip l in e r  l e u r  h u m e u r  b r u ta le  e t  
c o n t r a i n d r e  l e u r  l i b e r t é  in d o c ile ;  i l  a  m ê m e  f lé c h i  p a r  
a d r e s s e  l e s  c r é a t u r e s  in a n im é e s .  L a  t e r r e  n ' a - t - e l l e  
p a s  é té  fo r c é e  p a r  son  i n d u s t r i e  a  lu i  d o n n e r  d e s  a l im e n t s
96.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 149 - 150,  X ,  1,
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p lus  c o n v e n a b le s ,  l e s  p la n te s  a c o r r i g e r  en  sa  f a v e u r  
l e u r  a i g r e u r  sau v ag e , le s  v e n in s  m ê m e  à se  to u r n e r  
en  r e m e d e s  p o u r  l ' a m o u r  de lu i?  Il s e r a i t  s u p e r f lu  
de v o u s  r a c o n t e r  c o m m e  i l  s a i t  m é n a g e r  l e s  é l é m e n t s ,  
a p r è s  ta n t  de s o r t e s  de m i r a c l e s  q u 'i l  f a i t  f a i r e  to u s  
l e s  j o u r s  aux  p lus  i n t r a i t a b l e s ,  j e  v eux  d i r e  au  feu  et
a l ' e a u ,  ces^ deux g ra n d s  e n n e m is ,  qui s 'a c c o r d e n t
n é a n m o i n s  a  nous s e r v i r  dans  des  o p e ra t io n s  s i  u t i l e s
e t s i  n é c e s s a i r e s .  Quoi p lu s ?  Il  e s t  m o n té  ju s q u '
au x  c i e u x . . . . ° '
T h e  r e f e r e n c e  to  m a n 's  in g en u ity  and  p r iv i l e g e d  p o s i t io n  in  n a tu r e  is  
a  p re lu d e  to  B o s s u e t ' s  in s i s t e n c e  on the  f a c t  th a t  a l l  th e s e  a c h i e v e ­
m e n t s  a r e  w o r th l e s s  if th ey  a r e  no t b a ck e d  by  good m o r a l  b e h a v io u r  
on the  p a r t  o f m a n .  T h is  a p p ro a c h  is  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of the  new  e m ­
p h a s i s  w h ich  f o r m e d  the  b a s i s  of a n  e f fo r t  a t  con d itio n in g  b e h a v io u r  
by  a p p e a l in g  to  m a n 's  s e l f - r e s p e c t  so a s  to  e n c o u ra g e  te n d e n c ie s  
f a v o u ra b le  to  th e  g e n e r a l  good and  c h e c k  the  m o r e  s e l f i s h  im pu lses . 
A lth o u g h  i t  s e e m e d  to  som e th in k e r s  th a t  th e  ev il  f o r c e s  in  m a n  w e r e  
too  p o w e rfu l  to  be  o v e rc o m e ,  n e v e r th e l e s s ,  m a n y  h a d  fa i th  in  th e  p o s ­
s ib i l i ty  of s o c ia l  cond ition ing , and  d id  no t h e s i t a t e  to  r e m in d  m a n  th a t  
h is  p r iv i l e g e s  im p o s e  h igh  m o r a l  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s .  P a r a l l e l  to  th is  
a t t i tu d e  w a s  th e  te n d e n c y  r e p r e s e n t e d  about th is  t im e  in  so m e  of B o i ­
l e a u ' s  w r i t i n g .  H is  e igh th  s a t i r e ,  p u b lish ed  to w a rd s  the  en d  of 1668, 
e m p h a s iz e s  m a n 's  im p e r fe c t io n s  and  p e r m a n e n t  b a d  n a tu r e .  A m o n g  
o th e r  c o m m e n ts  about m a n ,  B o ile au  n o te s  th a t :
L 'H o m m e  de la  n a tu r e  e s t  le  chef e t  le  R o y .
B o is ,  p r e z ,  c h a m p s ,  a n im a u x ,  tou t e s t  p o u r  son  u s a g e .
E t  lu i  s e u l  a ,  d i s - t u ,  la  r a i s o n  en  p a r t a g e .
Il e s t  v r a i ,  de tou t te m p s  la  r a i s o n  fu t so n  lot: 93
M ais  de la  je  co n c lu s  que l 'H o m m e  e s t  le  p lu s  so t .
It w as  to  th is  l a t e r  g roup  of th in k e r s  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  gave  h i s  s y m ­
p a thy . T h e  fa c t  th a t  B o i le a u 's  e ig h th  s a t i r e  p r e c e d e d  th e  s e c o n d  c o l ­
le c t io n  of f a b le s  of L a  F o n ta in e  c o m b in e s  w ith  the  s i m i l a r i t i e s  in  the  
p lan  of a t t a c k  an d  s a r c a s t i c  i ro n y  b e tw een  the  s a t i r e  and  the  fa b le ,
L 'H o m m e  e t la  C o u le u v re , to su g g es t  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d re w  so m e  i n ­
s p i r a t io n  f r o m  B o i le a u 's  s a t i r e .  F u r t h e r  in s p i r a t io n  w as  a l s o  d ra w n  
f r o m  th e  P a n tc h a t a n t r a ,  a c o l le c t io n  of O r ie n ta l  f a b le s ,  p u b l ish e d  by
9 7 . B o s s u e t ,  J . B . ,  T r a i t e  de la  C o n cu p isc en c e ,  P a r i s ,  1694, c h a p t .v i i i .
See a l s o  L a g a rd e  et M ic h a rd ,  (C o lle c t io n  t e x te s  et l i t t é r a t u r e ) ,  
P a r i s ,  B o r d a s ,  1964, t . I l l ,  pp. 269 -2 7 0 .
98. B o i le a u  D . ,  O p. C i t . , p. 41; S a t i r e  VIII, 11. 10 -1 4 .
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D ubois  in  167 6. T he  l a s t  ep iso d e  of th is  c o l le c t io n  i s  e n t i t le d  L e  
B i-a h m e , le  C ro c o d i le ,  l 'A r b r e ,  la  V ache  e t  le  R e n a r d . B ut in  a d a p ­
t in g  the  fa b le ,  L a  F o n ta in e  s u b s t i tu te s  the  s e r p e n t  f o r  the  c r o c o d i le .
T h is  m o d if ic a t io n  lo s e s  noth ing  of the  m o r a l  s ig n if ic a n c e  of the  O r i e n ­
t a l  m o d e l .  It w a s  m a d e  o bv ious ly  to  s a t i s f y  lo c a l  t a s t e ,  fo r  the  s e r ­
p en t,  " C e t  a n im a l  t r a î t r e  e t p e r n ic ie u x " ,  e v o k es  am o n g  the  .C h r i s ­
t i a n s  of th e  W es t  th e  s a m e  fee l in g  of a v e r s io n  th a t  the  c ro c o d i le  a r o u s e s  
in  th e  m in d s  of the  B r a h m in s  of the  E a s t .  T he  O r ie n ta l  f la v o u r  of 
L 'H o m m e  e t la  C o u leu v re  i s  a lso  d i s c e r n ib l e  f r o m  th e  r e f e r e n c e  of th e  
q u a r r e l  b e tw e e n  m a n  and the  s e r p e n t  to  a  s e r i e s  of in dependen t a r b i ­
t r a t o r s .  A c c o rd in g  to  D ubo is ,
C 'e s t  l a  co u tu m e  p a r m i  l e s  In d ien s  qui se  , 
q u e r e l l e n t  de p r e n d r e  le  p r e m i e r  venu  p o u r  
a r b i t r e  de l e u r  d if f é re n d .
«
T he s a m e  fa b le  n a r r a t e d  by  D ubois  a p p e a r s  a lso  on p a g es  204 - 209 
an d  276 - 283 of the  L iv r e  d e s  l u m i è r e s  an d  L e s  F a b le s  de P i l p a i , 
r e s p e c t iv e ly .  T h e s e  a r e  books  w ith  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  v e r y  f a m i ­
l i a r ,  an d  t h e r e  i s  no doubt th a t  th e y  h e lp e d  to  p ro v id e  the  poe t w ith  
the  l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l l e c tu a l  m a t e r i a l  f o r  f u r t h e r  c r i t i c i s m  of m a n .
T h u s  he  m a in t a in s  th a t  m a n  n e v e r  s to p s  f r o m  a b u s in g  h is  p r iv i le g e d  
p o s i t io n  in  n a tu r e ,  th e re b y ,  lo w e r in g  h im s e l f  to  th e  le v e l  of th e  b e a s t s .  
M an  i s  p ro n e  to  envy , g re e d ,  and , above  a l l ,  in o rd in a te  a m b i t io n .  A s  i f
to  p ro v e  th i s  c h a r g e  beyond  doubt, the  poet l e t s  h im s e l f  lo o se  in  a
m o r a l  m e d i t a t io n  w h ich  c o n s t i tu te s  one of th e  m o s t  p e n e t r a t in g  a n a ly s e s  
of h u m a n  p sy c h o lo g y  in  the  whole  of h is  fa b le s  :
L 'h o m m e  e s t  a in s i  b â t i  : quand un su je t  l 'e n f l a m m e .  
L ' i m p o s s i b i l i t é  d i s p a r o î t  a son  â m e .
C o m b ie n  f a i t - i l  de v œ u x ,  c o m b ien  p e r d - i l  de p a s ,
S 'o u t r a n t  p o u r  a c q u é r i r  d e s  b ie n s  ou  de l a  g lo i re I  
"S i j ' a r r o n d i s s o i s  m e s  E t a t s  1 
Si je  pouvo is  r e m p l i r  m e s  c o f f re s  de d u c a ts I
Si j ' a p p r e n o i s  l 'h é b r e u ,  l e s  ^ s c ie n c e s ,  l 'h i s t o i r e l  "
T o u t c e la ,  c 'e s t  l a  m e r  à  b o ire ;
M a is  r i e n  a l 'h o m m e  ne  su ffi t .
P o u r  f o u r n i r  aux  p ro je t s  que fo r m e  un  s e u l  e s p r i t .
I l  f a u d r a i t  q u a t re  c o rp s ;  e n c o r ,  lo in  d 'y  s u f f i r e ,
A m i - c h e m i n  je  c r o i s  que to u s  d e m e u r e r o ie n t :
Q u a t r e  M a th u s a le m s  bout à  bou t ne p o u d ro ie n t  
M e t t r e  a f in  ce q u 'u n  s e u l  d e s i r e .
99. D u b o is ,  P a n tc h a t a n t r a ,  P a r i s ,  167 6, pp. 49 - 54.
100. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 153, F  ab le  s , X, 9, 1.-39.
101. D ubo is , O p. C i t . ,  p. 342.
102. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 138, F a b le s ,  VIII, 25, 11. o l  - - 4^.
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T h is  r e f l e c t io n  b r in g s  to a s o r t  of c l im a x  the  p o r t r a i t  of h u m a n  n a tu r e ,  
b eg u n  in  L 'E unuque  an d  con tinued  th ro u g h  A don is  an d  the  C o n te s ,  
th ro u g h  th e  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  to  P s y c h e . • T he  c e n t r a l  th e m e  of 
th is  h a ra n g u e  is  th a t  it  is  the  d i s o r d e r l y  a c t s  of m a n  th a t  a r e  r e s p o n ­
s ib le  f o r  m u c h  of the  ev il  and m i s e r y  th a t  b e s e t  the  w o r ld ,  a w o r ld  
f i l l  of
D es ' t r o m p e u r s ,  des  s c é l é r a t s .
D es  t y r a n s ,  e t des  in g r a t s .
M ain te  im p ru d e n te  p e c o r e .
F o r c e  s o t s ,  f o r c e  f l a t t e u r s . . . .
D e s  lé g io n s  de m e n te u r s .
and  w hich  h a s  l o s t  a l l  the  v i r t u e s  of the  o r ig in a l  w o r ld  c r e a t e d  b y  the  
good God :
Ce m o n d e  que D ieu  m ê m e  ex c lu t  de son  p a r ta g e .
N 'e s t  p a s  le  m onde  q u ' i l  a  fa it :
C 'e s t  ce  que l 'h o m m e  im p ie  a jo u te  a  so n  o u v ra g e .
Q ui fa i t  que son  a u te u r  le  condam ne  e t  le  h a i t .  *
T h e s e  fo u r  l in e s  a r e  fu l l  of s ig n if ic a n c e ,  f o r  th e y  p ro v id e  an im p o r ta n t
c lue  to  L a  F o n ta in e 's  th ink ing  on the  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw ee n  m a n  an d  th e  
u n iv e r s e  on th e  one  hand  and b e tw ee n  the  e n t i r e  u n iv e r s e ,  in c lu d in g  
m a n ,  an d  P r o v id e n c e  who c r e a t e d  bo th , on th e  o th e r .  T he  p o e t  h a s  
now a f f i r m e d  th a t  God o r  D ivine P r o v id e n c e  is  e s s e n t i a l l y  good, b o th  
in  h im s e l f  and  in  h is  o r ig in a l  c r e a t io n ,  now c o r r u p t e d  b y  m a n ,  a f t e r  
the  l a t t e r  h a s  f i r s t  c o r r u p te d  h im s e l f .  F r o m  th i s  a f f i r m a t io n ,  o u r  
poe t f in d s  a  new  con fidence  in  N a tu re  and  in  the  In te l l ig e n c e  th a t  c r e a t e d
h e r .  T h e  d i r e c t  e f fec t  of th is  new  fa i th  w a s  the  e v o lu tio n  of a  P r o v i ­
d e n t ia l i s t  p h i lo so p h y  w hich  i s  r e f l e c te d  in  th e  e p iso d e  of L e  G land  e t la
C i t ro u i l l e  . In  th is  p a r t i c u l a r  f a b le ,  th e  p oe t t r i e s  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th a t
N a tu r e  and  th e  P r o v id e n c e  th a t  g o v e rn s  h e r  a r e  w e l l - in te n t io n e d ,  b u t 
m a n ,  b e c a u s e  of the  l im i ta t io n s  of h is  in te l l ig e n c e ,  is  in c ap a b le  of p e r -  
c e iv in g  fu l ly  e i t h e r  the  d e ta i ls  of h i s  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th is  P r o v id e n c e  
o r  th e  e t e r n a l  o r d e r  and  in te rd e p e n d e n c e  of n a tu r e  a s  a  w h o le .  I t  i s
m a n 's  ig n o ra n c e  th a t  g ives  the  im p r e s s i o n  of d i s e q u i l ib r iu m  in  n a tu r e ,
f o r  th is  ig n o ra n c e  p re v e n ts  h im  f r o m  re c o g n iz in g  the  e s s e n t i a l l y  r e s ­
t r i c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r  of e v e r y  gift and  e v e r y  s i tu a t io n .  T h u s ,  th e  v i l l a g e r  
in  the  fa b le  s e e s  no th ing  m o r e  d i s p ro p o r t io n e d  an d  lack in g  in  i n t e l l i ­
gence  th an  th e  m a n n e r  in w hich P r o v id e n c e  h a s  p o s i t io n e d  the  pu m p k in  
an d  the  a c o r n  :
103. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 139, IX, 1, 11. 14 -  19.
104, C S uvres  d i v e r s e s ,  P a r i s ,  1948, p. 768.
312
"A quoi so n g ea i t ,  d i t - i l ,  l ' a u t e u r  de tou t c e la ?
Il a  b ie n  m a l  p la cé  c e t te  c i t r o u i l l e - l a .
H e p a rb le u l  je  l ' a u r o i s  pendue 
A l 'u n  d e s  ch ên e s  que v o i là .
C 'e u t  é té  ju s te m e n t  l ' a f f a i r e .
T e l  f r u i t ,  t e l  a r b r e ,  p o u r  b ien  f a i r e ____
P o u r q u o i  p a r  ex em p le ,
L e  g lan d  qui n 'e s t  pas  g ro s  c o m m e  m o n  p e t i t  d o ig t.
N e p e n d - i l  pas  en ce t e n d ro i t?
D ieu  s ' e s t  m é p r i s  : p lu s  je  c o n tem p le  
C es  f r u i t s  a in s i  p la c é s ,  p lu s  il s e m b le  à  G a ro  
Q ue l 'o n  a fa i t  un q u ip ro q u o .  .
B ut w hen  G a r o 's  e y e s  a r e  opened b y  th e  in c id en t  of the  a c o r n  th a t  h i t s
h i s  n o s e ,  he  b e g in s  to  a p p r e c ia te  th e  u n iv e r s a l  h a r m o n y  in  th e  w o rk s
of n a tu r e  :
Son n ez  m e u r t r i  le  fo r c e  à  c h a n g e r  de la n g a g e .
O hl Ohl d i t - i l ,  je  s a ig n e l  e t que s e r a i t - c e  donc 
S ' i l  fu t to m b e  de l ' a r b r e  une m a s s e  p lu s  lo u rd e ,  *
E t  que  ce g land  eû t e te  g o u rd e ?
D ieu  ne l ' a  p a s  voulu  : s a n s  doute  i l  eu t r a i s o n
J ' e n  v o is  b ie n  a p r e s e n t  la  c a u s e .
I t  fo llow s  f r o m  th i s  e x a m p le ,  c o n tin u es  L a  F o n ta in e ,  th a t  w ha t the  l i ­
m i t e d  in te l l ig e n c e  of m a n  v iew s  a s  e v i l  o r  a s  an  e r r o r  in  a n  in d iv id u a l  
p ie ce  of n a t u r e ' s  w o rk  i s  bu t a  p a r t  of th e  e t e r n a l  p e r f e c t io n  of th a t  
w o rk  in  r e l a t io n  to  the  g e n e r a l  d e s ig n ,  im p o s e d  b y  P r o v id e n c e ,  w h ich  
i s  b eyond  h u m a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g .  T h e  p oe t b e l ie v e s  th a t  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  
to:-, d i s c o v e r  e v e r y w h e r e  the  un fa i l in g  m a r k s  of the  p e r f e c t  In te l l ig e n c e  
th a t  d i r e c t s  n a tu r e ,  p ro v id e d  th a t  one does  not s u r r e n d e r  o n e s e l f  to  i n ­
t e l l e c tu a l  l i b e r t i n i s m .  What he  s e e m s  to  f in d  m o s t  r e m a r k a b le  ab o u t  
the  la w s  o r  th e  o p e ra t io n s  of th is  In te l l ig e n c e  is  no t so  m u c h  th e  c o m ­
p lex i ty  of t h e i r  e f fe c t s  a s  the  s im p l ic i ty  of t h e i r  c a u s e s .  T h o s e  who
c o n s id e r  th e s e  la w s  a s  too  r ig o r o u s  should r e m e m b e r  th a t  th e  c o n tin u ed  
e x i s t e n c e  of the  u n iv e r s e  would be im p o s s ib le  w ithou t th e m .
S ans  c e s  lo is  e t  l 'h e u r e u x  s e c o u r s  
Q u 'e l l e s  te  f o u r n i s s e n t  s a n s  c e s s e .
C o m m e n t ,  a v ec  ta n t  de f a ib le s s e ,
P o u r r a i s - t u  c o n s e r v e r  e t  t e s  b ie n s  e t  t e s  j o u r s ?
105. . Œ u v r e s  c o m p le t e s ,  p. 141, F a b l e s  , IX, 4, 11. 4 -  19.-
106. I b id . ,  11. ,26 - 31.
107. R e c u e i l  de p o e s ie s  c h ré t ie n n e s  et d i v e r s e s ,  P a r i s ,  1671, ( P r é ­
fa c e ) .
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It is  to  th e  e x ten t  th a t  n a tu re  obeys t h e s e  im m u ta b le  la w s  th a t  she
b e a r s  w i tn e s s  to  the  s u p re m e  ju s t i c e  and  p e r f e c t io n  of h e r  c r e a t o r .
In  c o n c lu s io n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  a f f i r m s  th a t  the  d e t e r m in i s m
w h ich  g o v e rn s  n a tu r e  is  no b lin d  n e c e s s i ty ,  bu t a  b e n ev o le n t  s y s te m ,
w h o se  a p p a r e n t  im p e r f e c t i o n s  a r e  bu t s ig n s  of i t s  e t e r n a l  e x c e l le n c e  :
D ieu  f a i t  b ie n  ce  q u ’i l  f a i t .  S ans  en  c h e r c h e r  la  p re u v e  
E n  tou t c e t  u n iv e r s ,  e t l ' a l l e r  p a r c o u r a n t ,
D an s  l e s  c i t r o u i l l e s  je  la  t ro u v e .
T h e  e v o lu tio n  of th is  new p r o v id e n t ia l ! s m  w as  a id e d  by  tw o
m a j o r  in f lu e n c e s ,  n a m e ly ,  th e  im p a c t  of M a le b r a n c h is m ,  S p in o z ism
an d  L e ib n iz ia n i s m ,  an d  the  s u c c e s s  of th e  e f fo r t  m a d e  to  e x p la in  the
e th ic a l  b a s i s  of th e  C h r i s t i a n  r e l ig io n .  T he  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  d o c t r in e s
of M a le b ra n c h e ,  S p inoza  and  L e ib n iz  p ro v id e d  the  p ivot a ro u n d  w h ich
th e  l a t e r  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  th ink ing  on the  h u m a n  c o n d it io n  v i s - a - v i s
*
P r o v id e n c e  r e v o lv e d .
M a le b ra n c h e  p ro p o u n d s  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  p h i lo so p h y  
of n a t u r e .  A c c o rd in g  to  h im , the  fa c t  th a t  n a tu r e  o p e r a te s  th ro u g h  
g e n e r a l  r a t h e r  th a n  p a r t i c u l a r  law s  e x p la in s  th e  p a ra d o x  of good a n d  
ev il ,  an d  h e  c i t e s  the  in c id e n ce  of m o n s t e r s  a s  a n  e x a m p le .  T h e  b i r t h  
of a  h u m a n  m o n s t e r ,  he  p o s tu la te s ,  i s  due to  the  im p a c t  w h ich  th e  
d i s o r d e r e d  im a g in a t io n  of an  e x p ec tan t  m o th e r  h a s  on the  c h ild  in  h e r  
w o m b . T h is  im p a c t  is  in  t u r n  the  r e s u l t  of th e  la w  of c o m m u n ic a t io n ,  
e s t a b l i s h e d  b e tw e e n  the  b r a in  of the  m o th e r  an d  th a t  of the  u n b o rn  
c h i ld .  W ould i t  be r e a s o n a b le  an d  f a i r ,  a s k s  M a le b ra n c h e ,  i f  P r o v i ­
d e n ce  w e r e  to  a b ro g a te  th is  law , so n e c e s s a r y  f o r  the  p e r p e tu a t io n  
of the  s p e c ie s ,  in  o r d e r  to f o r e s t a l l  th e  in fe c t io n  of the  c h i ld ?
D ieu  ne v eu t p a s  poâ .hvem ent ou d i r e c t e m e n t  q u ' i l  
y a i t  d e s  m o n s t r e s ,  m a i s  i l  v eu t  p o s i t iv e m e n t  c e r ­
t a in e s  lo i s  de la  c o m m u n ic a t io n  des  m o u v e m e n ts ,
d e s q u e l le s  l e s  m o n s t r e s  son t d e s  su ites  n é c e s s a i r e s .  ^
In the  s a m e  w ay , a r  gues  the  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  if  th e  g ro u n d  su d d en ly  c a v e d  
in  b e n e a th  th e  f e e t  of an  h o n e s t  m a n ,  h is  d ea th  w ould  be th e  e ffe c t  of 
g ra v i ty .  B ut i t  w ould not be ju s t  f o r  P r o v id e n c e  to  r e m o v e  the  law  
of g ra v i ty  b e c a u s e  of th is  e f fec t ,  t r a g i c  though th e  l a t t e r  m a y  b e .  E l a ­
b o ra t in g  h is  a rg u m e n t ,  M a le b ra n c h e  a f f i r m s  th a t  i t  i s  m a n 's  w an ton
108. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Œ u v r e s  c o m p le te s , p. 141, IX, 4, 11. 1 - 3
109. M a le b ra n c h e ,  Op. C i t . , t .  I ll ,  p. 47.
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a b u s e  of h i s  f r e e  w il l ,  and not P r o v id e n c e ,  th a t  i s  r e s p o n s ib l e  f o r  
the  f a u l t s  a s c r i b e d  to God, L e d  a s t r a y  by c o n c u p is c e n c e ,  m a n  o f ten  
d oes  no t h e s i t a t e  to  c r i t i c i z e  P r o v id e n c e  and  to  m i s u s e  h i s  own n a t u r a l  
f a c u l t i e s .  B ut why, one m a y  a s k ,  does  the  su p p o se d ly  o m n ip o te n t  
P r o v id e n c e  no t use  i t s  p o w e rs  o v e r  m a n  to  p re v e n t  the  l a t t e r  f r o m  
a b u s in g  h i s  own f a c u l t i e s ,  th e r e b y  d is ru p t in g  the  h a r m o n y  in  n a t u r e ?
T o  th i s  q u e s t io n ,  M a le b ra n c h e  a n s w e r s  th a t  i t  w ould  be  c o n t r a r y  to  
d iv ine  w is d o m  to  i n t e r f e r e  w ith  h u m a n  f r e e d o m  a t  e v e r y  s t a ^ .  I f  i t  
is  a c c e p te d  th a t  n a tu r e  o p e r a te s  th ro u g h  s im p le  a n d  g e n e r a l  l a w s ,  one 
c an n o t  im a g in e  the  o p e ra t io n  of th e s e  law s  b e ing  c e a s e l e s s l y  d i s r u p t e d  
f o r  the  sak e  of sp e c i f ic  o r  i s o la te d  c a s e s ,  ex cep t  o f  c o u r s e ,  in  th e  
c a s e  of m i r a c l e s .  T h u s ,  hav in g  g iven  m a n  the  p o w e r  to  l if t  h i s  a r m s  
o r  to  m o v e  h is  tongue . P r o v id e n c e  w ould  n o t i n t e r f e r e  w ith  th i s  p o w e r  , 
if  m a n ,  i n s t e a d  of l i f t in g  h is  a r m s  fo r  a  j u s t  and  r ig h te o u s  c a u s e ,  u s e s  
th e m  to  s t r i k e  h i s  in nocen t and  h e lp l e s s  n e ig h b o u r ,  n o r  w ould  P r o v i ­
d e n c e  s t r i k e  the  m a n  dum b f o r  u s in g  h i s  tongue to  b la s p h e m e  an d  
s l a n d e r  God and  o th e r  peop le .
S p in o za ,  a  D u tch  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  p u b l ish e d  h i s  T r a c t a t u s - th é o lo g ie o- 
p o l i t ic u s  in  1670. T h is  w o rk  w as  w id e ly  r e a d  in  th e  s e c o n d  h a l f  of th e  
s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y .  In  i t ,  he  a s s e r t s  th a t  the  e t e r n a l  o r d e r  of n a tu r e  
w h e re in  m a n  is  bu t a  sp eck , i s  not th a t  of h u m an  r e a s o n ,  EviL or the s o -  
c a l le d  e r r o r  in  n a tu re  i s  an  a p p e a r a n c e  r e s u l t in g  f r o m  m a n 's  ig n o r a n c e  
of th e  e t e r n a l  o r d e r  and  in te rd e p e n d e n c e  of n a tu re  a s  a  w h o le .  W hat 
h u m a n  r e a s o n  v ie w s  a s  an  e r r o r  o r  a s  an  e v i l  m a y  no t be  so  in  r e s ­
p ec t  of th e  la w s  of n a tu r e ,  but on ly  i n . r e s p e c t  of the  la w s  of r e a s o n .  
E a c h  m a n  i s  b u t a p a r t  of n a tu r e ,  ly ing  w ith in  h e r  bounds ; b u t  h e  i s  a  
p a r t  f r a m e d  on the  anàbgy  of the  w hole , an d  i s  t h e r e f o r e  p ro n e  to  v ie w  
th a t  w ho le  a s  i t  i s  r e f e r r e d  to  h i s  own f in i te  b e in g ,  a n d  n o t a s  i t  i s  
f o r  P r o v id e n c e  a s  r e f e r r e d  to  th e  l a t t e r  i t s e l f ,  who i s  th e  c r e a t o r .
T h i s ,  a r g u e s  S p inoza , m e a n s  th a t  m a n 's  v iew  of h im s e l f ,  of God an d  
of the  u n iv e r s e  in  g e n e r a l  is  f r a g m e n te d  and  c o n fu sed .  T h e  in te g r i ty ,  
e t e r n i t y  and  cogency of th is  v iew  a r e  r e n d e r e d  d e f ic ie n t  by  p a r t i t io n ,  
d u ra t io n  an d  s t r iv in g .  If m a n  w e re  to  be l i b e r a t e d  f r o m  th is  p a r t i a l
p r iv a t io n ,  he  would r e a l i z e  th a t  the  e r r o r s  s ee n  in  th e  o p e ra t io n s  of
110
n a tu r e  a r e  m e r e  a p p e a r a n c e s ._______________      -
110. S p inoza , B e n e d ic t  de, T r a c t a tu s - th e o l o g ic o - p o l i t i c u s ,  A m s t e r d a m ,  
1670, p . 202.
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T h e  p h ilo so p h y  of L e ib n iz  is  a s  s o p h is t i c a te d  a s  th a t  of 
S p inoza  an d  b a s i c a l ly  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t .  He a t te m p ts  to  c o n s t r u c t  a  
d ed u c t iv e  s y s te m  f o r  a c o m p re h e n s iv e  v iew  of the  w o r ld  o r d e r .  He 
b e g in s  by  a s s e r t i n g  th a t  God is  the  u l t im a te  " r a i s o n  d ' e t r e "  of a l l  
p a r t i c u l a r  th in g s .  A s  t h e r e  w as  an  in fin ite  n u m b e r  of p o s s ib le  u n i ­
v e r s e s  in  the  m in d  of God a t  the t im e  of c r e a t io n ,  an d  a s  only  one 
of th e s e  cou ld  be  a c tu a l ,  t h e r e  m u s t  have  b e e n  a su ff ic ie n t  r e a s o n  f o r  
G o d 's  ch o ice  of one u n iv e r s e  r a t h e r  th an  a n o th e r .  T h i s  r e a s o n  c a n  be  
f o u n d  o n ly  in  th e  f i t n e s s  o r  " c o n v e n a n c e " ,  th a t  i s ,  in  the  d e g r e e s  of 
p e r f e c t io n  th a t  th e s e  w o r ld s  p o s s e s s e d ,  s in ce  e a c h  p o s s ib le  w o r ld  h a d  
the  r ig h t  to  a s p i r e  to  e x is te n c e  in  p ro p o r t io n  to  th e  a m o u n t of p e r f e c ­
t i o n  i t  c o n ta in ed  in  g e r m .  T h u s ,  a r g u e s  L e ib n iz ,  th e  a c tu a l  e x i s t e n c e  
of th e  b e s t  th a t  in f in i te  w isd o m  m a d e  known to P r o v id e n c e  is  due to  
th e  f a c t  th a t  h is  g o o d n ess  m a d e  h im  choose  i t ,  an d  h i s  p o w e r  m a d e  h im  
p ro d u c e  i t .  If the  s o - c a l l e d  e r r o r s  w h ich  in d iv id u a ls  c o m p la in  a b o u t  
w e r e  to  be e l im in a te d  f r o m  n a tu r e ,  th i s  w o r ld  w ould  c e a s e  to  be  the  
b e s t  of p o s s ib le  w o r ld s ,  fo r  a l l  i s  l in k ed  up in  i t .  F a i l u r e  to  r e a l i z e
th i s  s i tu a t io n  is  due to  the  p r iv a t io n  in h e re n t  in  th e  co n d it io n  o r  th e
111l im i t s  of c r e a t e d  b e in g s .
It i s  no t c l e a r l y  know n w h e th e r  L a  F o n ta in e  e v e r  h a d  a  d i r e c t  
c o n ta c t  w ith  L e ib n iz .  What is  c e r t a i n  i s  th a t  th e  l a t t e r ' s  p h i lo so p h y  
h a d  so m e  im p a c t  on F r e n c h  l i t e r a r y  and  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  c i r c l e s  of th e  
l a t e r  h a l f  of the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  a s  f r o m  1670 o n ­
w a r d s ,  P r o f e s s o r  B a r b e r  h a s  in h i s  book, L e ib n iz  in  F r a n c e  f r o m  
A r n a u ld  to  V o l t a i r e  (1955) shown in  a  b r i l l i a n t  m a n n e r  L e ib n iz '  c o n ­
t a c t s  w ith  F r e n c h  in te l l e c tu a l  c i r c l e s  of the  epoch  a n d  h is  in f lu en c e  
upon t h e i r  th in k in g .  L e ib n iz '  f i r s t  v i s i t  to  P a r i s  w a s  in  M a r c h ,  1672, 
w hen  he b ro u g h t  a  s e c r e t  m e s s a g e  f r o m  h is  p a t ro n ,  B o in e b u rg ,  to  
L o u is  1X1%. B u t th e  p h i lo so p h e r  took  th a t  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  e s t a b l i s h  f i r m  
c o n n ec t io n s  w ith  F r e n c h  s c ie n t i s t s  and  in te l l e c tu a l s  am o n g  w hom  w e r e  
th e  c a r d in a l  de B o u il lo n  and  P i e r r e - D a n i e l  Hu et who l a t e r  b e c a m e  th e  
B ish o p  of So is  s o n s .  T h e s e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  w e re  L a  F o n ta in e 's  w e l l -k n o w n  
p a t ro n s  and  g e n e ro u s  f r i e n d s .  It is  to  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  the  p oe t d e d i ­
c a te d  L e  P o è m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t -M a le  to  th e  c a r d in a l  de
111. L e ib n iz ,  G o t t f r ie d  W ilhe lm  (von), M onadology, A m s te r d a m ,  1714, 
p a r .  53 - 55; See a lso  T h e o d ic e e ,  1710, p a r .  7.
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B o u il lo n  in  1673 , and  th a t  % one of the  a r c h i t e c t s  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s
e le c t io n  to  th e  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y  w as  the  B ish o p  of S o is  so n s  to  w hom
112th e  p o e t  a d d r e s s e d  an  e p is t le  in  1687. T h e s e  a r e  s o u r c e s  th ro u g h
w hich  o u r  p oe t m a y  h av e  had  c o n tac t  w ith  the  d o c t r in e  of L e ib n iz .
T h e  l a t t e r ,  though  an  a d m i r e r  of the  ca r te s ian  p r in c ip le  of m e th o d ic a l
doubt, i s  c r i t i c a l  of D e s c a r t e s .  H is  a t t i tu d e  to  D e s c a r t e s  a n d  h is
d i s c i p le s  h a s  b e e n  d e s c r ib e d  by  B a r b e r  in  th e s e  w o rd s  :
W hile  h e  (Leibniz)- ack n o w led g es  the  m e r i t s  of 
th e  C a r t e s i a n  m e th o d  of s y s te m a t i c  doubt, he  
s t r e s s e s  D e s c a r t e s '  f a i lu r e  to  p r a c t i s e  i t  
r ig o r o u s ly ,  enough to  a c h ie v e  r e a l  p r o g r e s s  in  
the  s c ie n c e s ,  and  a t t a c k s  h i s  fo l lo w e rs  f o r  
t h e i r  s e c t a r i a n  c o n c e rn  w ith  expounding  D e s c a r t e s  
r a t h e r  th a n  app ly in g  h is  p r in c ip le s .  . .  .H e  i s  p r e ­
p a r e d  to  m a in ta in  th a t  D e s c a r t e s '  d e f in i t io n  of 
m a t t e r  so le ly  in  t e r m s  of e x te n s io n  and m o v e m e n t  
is  n e a r e r  to  A r i s to t l e  th a n  a r e  the  te a c h in g s  of •
th e  s c h o la s t i c s ,  A r i s t o t l e ' s  d e c l a r e d  d i s c ip le s  and  
D e s c a r t e s '  b i t t e r  e n e m ie s .  I t  w as  in  co nnex ion  
w ith  su ch  c a r t e s i a n  th e m e s  a s  th e s e  th a t  L e ib n iz  
w a s  l a t e r  to  b e c o m e  w id e ly  know n in  F r a n c e .
T h i s  in t e l le c tu a l  in v o lv e m e n t  w ith  c a r t e s i a n i s m  i s  a l r e a d y  a  s u f f ic ie n t
r e a s o n  to  su g g e s t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  i n t e r e s t  in  L e ib n iz .  I t  i s  on ly
n a tu r a l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  hav ing  d i s c o v e r e d  an  a ff in i ty  of i n t e r e s t  in
th e  c a r t e s i a n  p r o b le m s  b e tw ee n  h im s e l f  and  the  G e r m a n  p h i lo s o p h e r ,
o u r  p o e t  w ould  b e c o m e  m o r e  in t e r e s t e d  in  th e  l a t t e r ' s  r e la t io n s h ip
w ith  h i s  own l e a r n e d  p a t r o n s .  T h u s ,  a l though  the  fu l l  im p a c t  of
L e ib n iz ia n i s m  w a s  no t fe l t  in  F r a n c e  u n t i l  the  p e r io d  b e tw e e n  1680
and  1730, L a  F o n ta in e  s e e m s  to  h av e  b e e n  in  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  id e a s
of L e ib n iz  e a r l i e r  th an  th is  p e r io d  th ro u g h  h i s  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  a b o v e -
n a m e d  p a t r o n s .
T h e  s e c o n d  in f lu en ce  th a t  co n d it io n ed  the  p o e t 's  p r o v id e n t i a l i s t  . 
a t t i tu d e  in  the  s e c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  w as  the  a r g u m e n t  a d v a n c e d  
by  h is  f r i e n d s  of P o r t - R o y a l  and , in d eed , by  m o s t  c o n te m p o r a r y  t h e o ­
lo g ia n s ,  in  an  e f fo r t  to  ex p la in  the  e th ic a l  b a s i s  of th e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i th  
in  D iv ine  P r o v id e n c e ,  an  a r g u m e n t  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  s e e m s  to  h av e  
found  r e a s o n a b le  and  b o rn e  ou t by  e x p e r ie n c e .  C o n te m p o r a r y  C h r i s t i a n
p h ilo so p h y , bo th  m e ta p h y s ic a l  and  e th ic a l ,  r e s t s  upon the  f i r m  c o r n e r -
112. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 493 - 494 : " E p i t r e  a  H u e t" .
113. B a r b e r ,  W .H . ,  L e ib n iz  in F r a n c e  f r o m  A rn a u ld  to  V o l t a i r e .  A
Study in  F r e n c h  r e a c t io n s  to  L e ib n iz ia n i s m ,  (1670-17  60),
O xfo rd , (C la ren d o n ) ,  1955, pp. 1 -  2.
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s tone  of G o d 's  e x i s t e n c e .  It p ro v id e s  a  so lu tion  to  the  u l t im a te  p r o b ­
le m  in  any  e th ic s .  T h e  va lu e  of m a n 's  a c t s  d ep en d s  on t h e i r  m e a n in g  
a s  w e ll  a s  on t h e i r  c o n s e q u e n c e s .  T h is  m e a n in g  is  to  a  l a r g e  e x ten t  
d e t e r m in e d  b y  m a n 's  r e la t io n s h ip  to  th e  u n iv e r s e  of w h ich  he  is  a  p a r t ;  
th a t  i s ,  by  the  m e a n in g  o r  m e a n in g le s s n e s s  of h u m a n  d e s t in y  an d  of 
the  u n iv e r s e  i t s e l f .  Now, the  e x is te n c e  of God, a s  c o n ce iv e d  b y  C h r i s ­
t i a n i ty  an d  expo u n d ed  by  G a ss e n d i  and  h is  d i s c i p le s ,  p o r t r a y s  h im  a s  
th e  in f u s e r  of o r d e r ,  m e a n in g  and  v a lu e  th ro u g h o u t  h i s  c r e a t io n .  T h i s  
c o n cep t  of God e r e c t s  a  f i r m  e th ic s  on the  b a s i s  of im p e r a t i v e s  th a t  
a r e  u n c h a l le n g e a b le  b y  h is  low ly and  u t t e r l y  d ep en d en t  c r e a t u r e s .  T h e  
id ea  is  e m p h a s iz e d  no t  only by  M a le b ra n c h e ,  S p inoza  and  L e ib n iz ,  bu t 
by  o th e r  c o n te m p o r a r y  th in k e r s ,  inc lud ing  Pascal^^ '^ and  B ossue t^^^ , a l l  
of w hom  give a  c l e a r  p ic tu r e  of m a n 's  c o m p le te  d ep en d en ce  on God and
th e  to u c h s to n e  of o b lig a tio n  th a t  d e r iv e s  f r o m  i t .  H e r e  th e n  w as  a  s e t -
*
t ie d  co n cep t  of a  s t r u c t u r e d  c o s m o s ,  w ith  a  g u a ra n te e d  d e s t in y  a n d .  
a u th o r iz e d  v a lu e s  fo r  m e n .  T h e s e  id e a s  w e r e  a c t i v e ly  p ro p a g a te d ,  
s to u t ly  an d  a b ly  d e fen d ed  in  the  sev e n te en th  c e n tu ry ,  no t only  a s  a 
v e s te d  in s t i tu t io n a l  i n t e r e s t  th a t  w as  e s s e n t i a l  to  a l l  o th e r  in s t i tu t io n s ,  
b u t  by  m a n y  who s in c e r e ly  though t th a t  the  C h r i s t i a n  m e ta p h y s ic s  w as  
th e  b e s t  b a s i s ,  in d eed  the  only  p o s s ib le  one , f o r  a n  e th ic s  th a t  cou ld  
be  fu n c t io n a l ly  o p e ra t iv e  in  a  r a t io n a l  u n iv e r s e .  So, a g a in s t  a l l  a t t a c k s  
an d  w o u ld -b e  c o m p r o m is e s ,  so c ie ty  upheld  in  th e  f i r s t  p la ce  the  n e c e s ­
s i ty  of G o d 's  P r o v id e n c e  a s  a  m e ta p h y s ic a l  p o s tu la te .
It i s  h a r d l y  s u r p r i s in g ,  th e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e ,  b o r n  and  
b r e d  in  th i s  s o c ie ty ,  h e ld  h is  b e l ie f  in  a r a t io n a l ly  o r d e r e d  u n iv e r s e ,  
d i r e c t e d  b y  a j u s t  and w is e  P r o v id e n c e .  H is  own e th ic s  a r e  c o n c e rn e d  
above  a l l  w ith  th e  p ro b le m s  of s e l f  fu lf i lm e n t  in  th i s  l i f e .  T h i s  goal 
l e a v e s  h im  w ith  a  s t ro n g  d is l ik e  fo r  dogm a and  r i t u a l ,  and  w ith  a  
f i r m  a v e r s i o n  to  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o r  d u tie s  w h ich  s e e m e d  to  h im  to  be u n ­
r e l a t e d  to  the  r a t i o n a l  m o r a l i ty ,  b a s e d  upon le g i t im a te  h u m a n  d e s i r e s  
a n d  n e e d s .  A t the  s a m e  t im e ,  he w as  im p r e g n a te d  w ith  a n  e m o t io n a l  
s o r t  of r e l ig io s i ty ,  r e v e a le d  in  a deep  n e ed  fo r  p e a c e  a n d  o r d e r .  It 
w a s  in  r e s p o n s e  to  th is  need , the  n e ed  to b e l ie v e  in  a  B e in g  c o n c e rn e d  
w ith  h is  p e r s o n a l  d e s t in y  in  an  a n th ro p o m o rp h ic a l ly  j u s t  u n iv e r s e ,  th a t
114. P a s c a l ,  B . , O p. C i t . ,  pp. 124 -  125.
115. B o s s u e t ,  J . B . ,  O r a i s o n s  fu n è b re s ,  P a r i s ,  ( G a rn ie r ) ,  1961,
pp. 60 - 61.
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th e  p o e t  c o n ce iv e d  the  k ind  of ' 'P ro v id e n c p "  th a t  im p r in t s  the  m o r a l  
n a tu r e  of God in  the  to ta l i ty  of h is  c r e a t io n ,  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  c a p r i ­
c io u s  an d  s a d i s t i c  c h a s t i s e r ,  p o r t r a y e d  by  c e r t a in  r e l ig io u s  s e c t s .
H e found  i t  d if f icu l t ,  ev en  up to the  l a s t  m in u te s  of h is  m o r t a l  l i f e ,  
to  r e c o n c i l e  the  id e a  of i an  in f in i te ly  lov ing  and w a tch fu l  P r o v id e n c e  
w ith  th a t  of e t e r n a l  c h a s t i s e m e n t  in  h e l l .  T h u s ,  a d d r e s s in g  the  young 
p r i e s t ,  le  P .  P o u je t ,  s en t  to  p r e p a r e  h im  f o r  a  C h r i s t i a n  d e a th  w h e n  
he w as  s e r i o u s l y  s ic k .  L a  F o n ta in e  d e c l a r e s  :
" J e  m e  su is  m i s  d ep u is  que lque  te m p s  à  l i r e  le  
N o u v eau  T e s ta m e n t ;  je  vous  a s s u r e  que c ' e s t  un f o r t  
bon  l i v r e ,  oui, p a r  m a  foi, c ' e s t  un bon l iv r e ;  m a i s  
i l  y a  un a r t i c l e  s u r  le q u e l  je  ne m e  s u is  p a s  re n d u ,  
c ' e s t  c e lu i  de l ' e t e r n i t e  d e s  p e in e s ;  je  ne c o m p re n d s  
p a s  c o m m e n t  c e t te  e t e r n i t e  peu t s ' a c c o r d e r  a v ec  la  
bon té  de D ieu .
T h i s  i s  th e  s e n t im e n t  w hich  o u r  poe t s h a r e d  in  c o m m o n  w ith  m a n y  m e m -  
b e r s  of M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  sa lo n , p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  C h au l ieu .  T h e
l a t t e r  in  h i s  f i r s t  p o em , a d d r e s s e d  to  th e  m a r q u i s  de L a  F a r e ,  c o m ­
m e n ts  on the  p o r t r a y a l  of God a s  a n  im p la c a b le  ju d g e  w hose  v e n g e a n c e  
e n d u r e s  f o r  a l l  e t e r n i ty .  H e w r i t e s  :
M on c œ u r  a  ce p o r t r a i t  ne conno it pas  e n c o r e  V
L e  D ieu  que je  c h é r i s ,  n i c e lu i  que j ' a d o r e . . . .
E h l  m o n  D ieu  n 'e s t  po in t un D ieu  c r u e l . . . . .
C 'e s t  un  D ieu  b ie n fa is a n t ,  c 'e s t  un D ieu  p ito y ab le .
J e  n ' a i  pu c o n c e v o ir  que m e s  f r a g i l i t é s .
N i  to u s  c e s  v a in s  p l a i s i r s  qui p a s s e n t  c o m m e  un son g e .
P u s s e n t  ê t r e  l 'o b je t  de t e s  s é v é r i t é s . . . . .
Q ui j a m a i s  a m e s  c r i s  ne fu t in e x o ra b le .
O ne s e e s  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  ad o p tio n  of th i s  s e n t im e n t  o r  a t t i tu d e  to w a r d s
God an  e x p r e s s io n  of the  s a m e  fa i th  in  the  g o o d n ess  of P r o v id e n c e
w h ich  th e  p oe t n o t only an n o u n ces  in  J u p i t e r  et le  M e ta y e r  (VI, 4), bu t
c o n f i r m s  in  J u p i t e r  e t le s  T o n n e r r e s . In the  l a t e r  fa b le ,  God is
d i r e c t l y  c a l le d  no t ju s t  the  g u a rd ia n  bu t the  f a th e r  of th e  w o r ld ,  a
f a th e r  who is  m o s t  s y m p a th e t ic  and  unw ill ing  to  s t r i k e  h is  c h i ld r e n .
L e  to n n e r r e  ayan t p o u r  guide ‘
L e  p e r e  m ê m e  de ceux  
Q u 'i l  m e n a ç a i t  de s e s  feux.
Se c o n ten ta  de l e u r  c ra in te ;
I l  n ' e m b r a s a  que l 'e n c e in te  
D 'u n  d e s e r t  inhab ité :
T o u t p e r e  f r a p p e  a cote.-'- ____^ _________ ______ ____________
116. L éo n ,  P e t i t ,  L a  F o n ta in e  a la  r e n c o n t r e  de D ieu , P a r i s ,  (N izet)
1970, p . 157.
117. C h au lieu ,  ( l"ab b e  de). Œ u v r e  s de C hau l ieu , D 'a p r e s  l e s  M a n u s c r i t s
de l 'A u te u r ,  L a  H ay e , 1777, 1.1, pp. 12 - 13.
118. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 136, F  ab le  s , VIII, 20, 11. 35 - 41.
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It i s  p ro b a b ly  b e c a u s e  of o u r  p o e t 's  r e f u s a l  to a c c e p t  th e  g lo o m y  r e p ­
r e s e n ta t io n s  of P r o v id e n c e  th a t  s o m e  c r i t i c s  c l a s s i f y  h im  a lo n g  w ith  
M o l iè r e  a s  l i b e r t i n e s ,  a s  " e s p r i t s  f o r t s "  o r  a t h e i s t s .  P e r r e n s ,  f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  d e s c r i b e s  the  two a u th o r s  a s  e x a m p le s  of p a g a n is m  a n d  
l i b e r t i n i s m .  1
L a  F o n ta in e  et M o l ie re  son t la  g lo i r e  du l ib e r t in a g e  
s a n s  e p i th e te .  D ans la  p é r io d e  e ffacee  ou i l s  
l 'h o n o re n t ,  le  s e n t im e n t  e s t  t r o p  v if  chez  eux  de 
l e u r  im p u is s a n c e  p o u r  q u ' i l s  te n te n t  de lu i  f a i r e  r e ­
p r e n d r e  le  h au t  du pave; m a i s  il  té m o ig n e n t  av ec  
é c la t  de s a  v i t a l i t é  p e r s i s t a n t e .
T h is  s e e m s  to  be  an  e r r o r  of ju d g e m e n t ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  a p p l ie d  to  
th e  " b o n h o m m e " .  L a  F o n ta in e .  T h e  two a u th o r s ,  though  c o n te m p o r a ­
r i e s  a n d  l i t e r a r y  f r i e n d s ,  a r e  m i l e s  a p a r t  in  t h e i r  a t t i tu d e  to  r e l ig io n .
O ne h a s  a  d e e p e r  . in s igh t in to  it and  te n d s  to  r e f l e c t  th is  no t on ly  in
h i s  l i t e r a r y  w o rk s  bu t in  h is  l a t e r  l i fe  a s  w e l l .  T h e  o th e r  s e e s  r e ­
l ig io n  a s  an  o u ts id e r  and  only  r e f e r s  to  i t  b y  w ay  of r id ic u le  an d  d i s -
p a r a g in g  r e m a r k s . A s  H e n r i  B u s s o n  p u ts  i t ,
M o l ie r e  n 'e s t  p e u t - e t r e  p a s  i r r e l i g i e u x ,  m a i s  tenu  
h o r s  de l 'E g l i s e  p a r  sa  p ro f e s s io n ,  i l  n 'a  vu  la  
r e l ig io n  que de l ' e x t e r i e u r  e t e l le  ne l ' i n t e r e s s e  
que p o u r  son  c o m p o r te m e n t  s o c i a l . . . .  Son œ u v r e  
en  a  p r i s  un  to n  d 'a m e r tu m e  e t de d é n ig re m e n t  p o u r  
to u te s  c e s  c h o se s  que l 'o n  v o u d ra i t  p o u v o ir  r e c t i f i e r  
p a r  des  co n f id e n ce s  p lu s  p e r s o n é l l e s .  . .  . L a  F o n ta in e ,  
au  c o n t r a i r e ,  a  p a s s e  sa  j e u n e s s e  dans  d e s  m i l ie u x  
re l ig ie u x :  i l  en  e s t  r e s t e  m a r q u e ;  e t  i l  y p a r a î t  
sou v en t d an s  son  o e u v r e .  1^0
C e r ta in ly ,  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  n e i th e r  a  fa ith fu l h u s b a n d  n o r  a n  id e a l  
f a th e r ;  he  w as  o f ten  found in  co m p an y  of lew d  w om en ; l ik e  m o s t  of 
h is  c o n te m p o r a r i e s ,  he loved  p le a s u r e  and  a m u s e m e n ts ;  and  th e r e  is  
no doubt th a t  he  w ro te  the  C on t e s . B ut a l l  th a t  d o es  n o t m a k e  h im  a n  
a th e i s t i c  l i b e r t i n e ,  w ith  no b e l ie f  w h a ts o e v e r  in God. T h e  t e r m  " l i b ­
e r t i n s " ,  a s  d e f in e d  by B o s s u e t ,  a  c o n te m p o r a r y  a u th o r i ty  on C a th o l ic  
d o g m a  and  theo lo g y , r e f e r s  to th o se  s c e p t ic s  who
d é c la r e n t  la  g u e r r e  a la  P r o v id e n c e  d iv ine , e t i l s
ne t ro u v e n t  r i e n  de p lus f o r t  c o n tre  e l le  que la
119. P e r r e n s ,  L e s  L ib e r t in s  en  F r a n c e  au XVII® s ie c le ,  P a r i s ,  1896,
p . 353.
120. B us  son , H e n r i ,  L a  R e l ig io n  d e s  C la s s iq u e s  (1660 -  1685), P a r i s ,
(P . U . F .  ), 1948, p. 271.
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d i s t r ib u t io n  d e s  b ie n s  et d e s  m a u x  qui p a r a î t
in ju s te ,  i r r é g u l i è r e  L e  l i b e r t i n  in c o n s id é r é
s ' é c r i e  q u ' i l  n 'y  a point d 'o r d r e .  I l  d it  en son 
coeur : i l  ny  a poin t de D ieu .
F r o m  a l l  we h a v e  so f a r  known about L a  F o n ta in e ,  t h e r e  is  n o th in g  
to  s u g g e s t  th a t  h is  think,ing and  a t t i tu d e  f i t  in to  th is  d e f in i t io n .  If
an y th in g ,  he  is  r a t h e r ,  a s  we have  s e e n  in  h is  h an d lin g  of th e  fa b le
of L e  G land  e t la  C i t ro u i l l e ,  a  s tau n ch  b e l i e v e r  in  an  in te l l ig e n t ly
o r d e r e d  u n iv e r s e ,  g o v e rn e d  by  an  e v e r -w a tc h fu l  an d  im p a r t i a l  P r o v i ­
d e n c e ,  B ut the  m o s t  co n v inc ing  p ro o f  of th is  is  the  te s t im o n y  of th e  
p o e t  h im s e l f .  In  a  l e t t e r  to  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  d a ted  18th D e c e m b e r ,  
1687, h e  no t only  j u s t i f i e s  h is  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  fa i th  in  th e  fo llow ing  
w o r d s  :
R ie n  ne m 'e n g a g e  a f a i r e  un  l iv r e ;
M a is  la  r a i s o n  m 'o b l ig e  a  v iv re  
E n  sag e  c i to y e n  de ce v a s te  U n iv e rs ;  *
C ito y en  qu i, voyan t un m o n d e  s i  d iv e r s .
R en d  a  son  a u te u r  le s  h o m m a g e s  
Que m é r i t e n t  de t e l s  o u v ra g e s  
Ce d e v o i r  a c q u i t te ,  l e s  b e au x  v e r s ,  le s  doux so n s .
Il  e s t  v r a i ,  son t peu n é c e s s a i r e s ,
bu t a l s o  d e n o u n ce s  in  s t ro n g  t e r m s  the  p re s u m p tu o u s  l i b e r ty  of th e
a t h e i s t s  :
J ' e n  r e v ie n s  a  ce que vous  d i te s  de m a  m o r a l e ,  ' 
e t  s u is  f o r t  a i s e  que vous  ay ez  de m o i  l 'o p in io n  
que v o u s  en  a v e z .  J e  ne su is  pas  m o in s  e n n em i 
que v ous  du faux  a i r  d ' e s p r i t  que p re n d  un  l i b e r t i n .
Q u iconque  l ' a f f e c t e r a ,  je  lu i  d o n n e ra i  la  p a lm e  du 
r id i c u le .
C la r a c  h a s  i n t e r p r e t e d  th is  s e n t im e n t  a s  a r e a c t io n  
"en  é p ic u r i e n s  e t non  en  c h r é t i e n s .
B ut ev en  th e n ,  t h e r e  is  a  v a s t  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw een  a th e i s t i c  l i b e r t i n i s m  
an d  p ru d e n t  e p ic u r e a n i s m ,  su ch  a s  the  type  p r a c t i s e d  b y  G a s s e n d i  
and  h is  d i s c i p l e s .  G a s s e n d i 's  e p ic u r e a n i s m  h a s  n o th in g  of th e  p r o ­
fan ity  o r  i r r é l i g i o n  of l i b e r t i n e  e p ic u r e a n i s m .  C o n sc io u s  of h i s  e c c l e ­
s i a s t i c a l  p o s i t io n ,  he  e n d e a v o u rs  to  c h r i s t i a n i z e  th e  e p ic u r e a n  p h i l o s o ­
phy and  to d is t in g u is h  the  t r u t h  f r o m  s p e c u la t iv e  r e a s o n in g .  T h i s  i s  
p r e c i s e l y  w hat he  a d m i ts  w hen  he  d e c l a r e s  :
121. B o s s u e t ,  J . B .  Œ u v r e s  o r a t o i r e s  c o m p le te s ,  P a r i s ,  ( P e t i t -
M o n tro u g e) ,  1845-46 , 1.1, pp. 690 - 693.
122. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 50
123. I b i d . , p. 50.
124. C la r a c ,  P . ,  L a  F o n ta in e  p a r  l u i - m e m e ,  P a r i s ,  (Seuil,  1967, p . 124.
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De m e m e  que je  t ro u v e  t r è s  b eau  de v o i r  le  v r a i ,  
de m ê m e  i l  n y a  pas  de p lu s  g ran d e  honte  que de 
p r e n d r e  le  faux po u r  le  v r a i .  C om bien  f a c i le m e n t  
c e la  a r r i v e - t . - i l ,  s i  l 'o n  n 'u s e  pas  de p re c a u t io n s  
p lu s  g ra n d e s  qu 'o n  ne s a u r a i t  le  s t ip u le r ?  M ais  de 
to u te  faç^o n , so it  que je  so u tien n e  une op in ion  d o g ­
m a t iq u e m e n t ,  so it  que j ' e n  m e t te  une a u t r e  a  l^ ep reu v e  
a la  m a n i é r é  sce p t iq u e ,  et so i t  que j 'a v a n c e  une ch o se  
c o m m e  v r a i e ,  so it  que j ' e n  d e c la r e  une a u t r e  p r o b a b l e . , . . ,  
je  m e  s o u m e ts  to u jo u r s ,  m o i  a v ec  tou t ce qu i e s t  m ie n ,  
ju g e m e n t  de l ' E g l i s e  Une, S a in te ,  C ath o liq u e ,  A p o s -  
to l iq u e  e t R o m a in e ,  dont je  su is  le  f i l s ,  e t  p o u r  l a  fo i 
de la q u e l le  je  su is  p r ê t  a  d o n n e r  m a  v ie  av ec  m o n  
s a n g   ^ ^
It w ould  be r id ic u lo u s  to  tak e  G a s s e n d i 's  b r a n d  of s c e p t i c i s m  f o r  
a th e i s m .  Y et h i s  in ten tio n  is  p r e c i s e l y  the  s am e  a s  th a t  of L a  F o n ­
ta in e .
J e  p re n d s  D ieu  et s e s  sa in ts  a  té m o in  que j ' a i  
un  g ra n d  z e le  p ou r  d é c o u v r i r  l a  v é r i t é . *
O u r  p o e t 's  type  of e p ic u r e a n is m  i s  th a t  of G a ssen d i ;  i t  i s  n e i t h e r  o p ­
p o s e d  to  th e  id e a  of the  e x is te n c e  of d iv ine  P r o v id e n c e  n o r  c o n t r a r y  to  
the  k in d  of p l e a s u r e s  de fined  in  h i s  e th ic s  of " v o lu p té " .
M a is  qui d i r a  q u ' i l s  so ien t  c o n t r a i r e s
A c e s  e t e r n e l l e s  le ç o n s ?  ’
O n peu t g o û te r  la  jo ie  en  d iv e r s e s  faço n s :
A u  s e in  de s e s  a m is  r é p a n d r e  m i l l e  c h o s e s .
E t ,  r e c h e r c h a n t  de tou t l e s  e ffe ts  e t  l e s  c a u s e s ,
A ta b le ,  au  b o r d  d 'u n  b o is ,  le  long d 'u n  c l a i r  r u i s s e a u .  
R a i s o n n e r  avec  eux s u r  le  bon, s u r  le  b e au .
P o u r v u  que ce d e r n i e r  se  t r a i t e  a la  l e g e r e .
E t  que la  N ym phe ou la  b e r g e r e  
N^ojccupe n o tre  e s p r i t  e t  nos  yeux q^u'en p a s s a n t :
L e  c h e m in  du coeur e s t  g l i s s a n t .
L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  in  th e s e  v e r s e s  r e c o n c i le d  e p ic u r e a n i s m  an d  th e  e th ic s  
of "v o lu p té "  w ith  the  C h r i s t i a n  id e a l s  of fe l lo w sh ip ,  p ru d e n c e  an d  m o d e ­
r a t io n .  T h e  l a s t  two v i r t u e s  , in  p a r t i c u l a r  a r e  th e  k e y n o te s  of the  
B a l la d e  s u r  E s c o b a r  and  the  S ta n c e s  s u r  E s c o b a r , bo th  of w h ich  r i d i ­
cu le  th e  c a s u i s t r y  and  r e la x e d  m o r a l  te a c h in g  of the  J e s u i t s  v i s - a -  
v is  th e  too  a u s t e r e  s ta n d a rd s  of m o r a l i t y  a d v o c a te d  by  t h e i r  r i v a l s  of 
P o r t - R o y a l  .
125. G a s s e n d i ,  P .  , D i s s e r t a t io n s  en  fo rm e  de p a ra d o x e s  c o n t r e s  l e s
A r i s to té U c ie n s ,  L i v r e s  I e t H; T e x te  é tab l i ,  t r a d u i t  et anno te  
p a r  B e r n a r d  R o ch o t ,  P a r i s ,  ( L ib r a i r i e  p h ilo so p h iq u e  J .V r i n ) ,
1959, pp. 10 - 18.
126. I b i d . ,  pp. 10 - I S i 'T r -
127. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 50.
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F i  d e s  a u t e u r s  q u 'o n  c r u t  au  t e m p s  ja d is I  
Q u 'o n t - i l s  d 'e g a l  aux  m a x im e s  d e s  n ô t r e s ?
I l s  p r o m e t ta i e n t  au  p lus  un p a ra d is :
E n  v o ic i  deux , pou r ce m onde  et p o u r  l ' a u t r e .
T h is  r e a c t io n  is  a g a in s t  h y p o c r is y ,  no t a g a in s t  the  t r u t h s  of rd l ig io n  .
O u r  poe t i s ,  in  the  w o rd s  of P i e r r e  C la ra c ,
ind igne  s in ce  r e m e n t  de t e l l e s  ou t e l l e s  m a x im e s  
d 'E s c o b a r  qu i s e m b la ie n t  a u t h o r i s e r  l 'h o m ic id e ,  
le  vo l, le  p a r j u r e .  P o è te  de la  vo lu p té ,  i l  
s ' a m u s a i t  d e s  n a ifs  d e to u rs  p a r  le s q u e ls  c e r t a i n s ,  
qu i p r é te n d a ie n t  la  b a n n i r ,  e s s a y a ie n t  a p r è s  coup 
de j u s t i f i e r  l e u r s  f a ib le s s e s  ou c e l l e s  de l e u r s  
p e n i te n t  s .
It . i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  a  l a t e r  l i t e r a r y  h i s to r i a n  th a n  P e r r e n s ,  n a m e ly ,  
A n to ine  A d a m , th in k s  i t  p r o p e r  to  exc lude  L a  F o n ta in e  f r o m  the  l i s t  of 
l ib e r t in e s  and  a t h e i s t s ,  m a d e  in  h i s  L e s  L ib e r t in s  au  XVII^ s i è c l e , 
p u b l ish e d  a s  r e c e n t ly  a s  1962. O u r  poet w as  no m o r e  libertine*  th a n  
an y  of h is  f r i e n d s ,  su ch  a s  L a  R o ch e fo u cau ld ,  B o i le a u  o r  R a c in e ,  
none  of w hom  c a n  r ig h t ly  be d e s c r ib e d  a s  a n  " e s p r i t  f o r t " .  A nd if  L a  
F o n ta in e  w ro te  th e  C o n te s , he c e r t a in l y  w as  n o t  th e  f i r s t  F r e n c h  w r i t e r  
to do so . H e fo l lo w ed  the  t r a d i t io n  e s ta b l i s h e d  b y  su ch  p r e d e c e s s o r s  
a s  R a b e la i s ,  M a r g u e r i t e  de N a v a r r e  and  D es  P e r i e r s ,  and  th e s e  l a t t e r  
h av e  n e v e r  b e e n  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  a th e i s t s  fo r  w r i t in g  t a l e s .  If P a r t s  III 
an d  IV of the  C o n te s  w e re  b an n ed  by  the  a u th o r i t i e s ,  i t  w as  m a in ly  b e -  • 
c a u s e  of th e  a u d a c i ty  of .the w o rk  in  ex p o sin g  the  s c a n d a l  an d  h y p o c r i s y  
p r a c t i s e d  b y  the  h ig h e r  c le r g y  and the  r e s p e c ta b le  g e n t ry .  T h e  r e l a t io n  
b e tw e e n  L a  F o n ta in e  and h is  so c ie ty  i s  s i m i l a r  to  th a t  b e tw ee n  a  c r i m i ­
n a l  and  th e  p r o s e c u t in g  w i tn e s s .  T h e  l a t t e r  can n o t be a c c u s e d  of i m ­
m o r a l i t y  f o r  c an d id ly  and  s in c e r e ly  exposing  the  i m m o r a l  conduct of the  
f o r m e r .
B e s id e s  th e  p o e t 's  v i r t u a l ly  C h r i s t i a n  a t t i tu d e  to  P r o v id e n c e ,  a l ­
r e a d y  n o te d ,  t h e r e  is  abundan t ev id en ce  to  show  h i s  in v o lv e m e n t  w ith  
c o n te m p o r a r y  r e l ig io u s  p r o b le m s .  T h a t  he o f f e r s  no so lu t io n s
to  th e s e  p r o b le m s  i s  s e c o n d a ry  to  the  fa c t  th a t  d e e p ly  r e l ig io u s  s e n t i ­
m e n t s  p e r m e a te  h i s  w r i t i n g s .  It h a s  a l r e a d y  b e e n  see n ,  how he a t ta ck s ,  
in  L 'A s tro lo g u e  qui se  l a i s s e  to m b e r  dans  un puits , the  fu t i le  and  s u p e r ­
s t i t io u s  m e ta p h y s ic s  of h is  epoch  and  p r o c la im s  the  • o m n ip o ten ce  of
128. L a .  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 476.
129. C la r a c ,  P . , L a  F o n ta in e  p a r  l u i - m e m e ,  p .  74.
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d iv ine  P r o v id e n c e ,  H is  lan g u ag e  and  m o r a l  in J u p i t e r  et le  M e ta y e r  
a r e  th o se  of a  b e l i e v e r  r a t h e r  th a n  of an  " e s p r i t  f o r t "  :
C o n c lu o n s  que la  P r o v id e n c e
S a it  ce q u ' i l  nous  fau t m ie u x  que n o u s ,
H e c o l l a b o r a t e d  w ith  h is  f r i e n d s  of P o r t - R o y a l  in  ed it in g  and  p u b l ish in g  
the  R e c u e i l  d e s  p o e s ie s  c h r é t ie n n e s  et d iv e r s e s  w hich  a p p e a r e d  in  
t n r e e  v o lu m e s  in  1671, T he  f i r s t  v o lu m e  c o n ta in s  s e v e r a l  S t a n c e s ,  
i n s p i r e d  p a r t l y  by  A rn a u ld  d 'A n d i l ly 's  P o e m e  s u r  l a  v ie  de J e  s u s - C h r i s t  
a n d  p a r t l y  by  th e  w o rk s  of De S acy , a n o th e r  m e m b e r  of P o r t - R o y a l ,  
on a  n u m b e r  of C h r i s t i a n  d o c t r i n e s .  To  th e s e  a r e  ad d ed  o th e r  p ie c e s  
d ra w n  f r o m  th e  v e r s e s  of C o m b e r  v i l l e ,  G odeau , D es  B a r r e a u x ,  M lle ,  
de S c u d é ry ,  M a u c ro ix ,  G om bauld , l 'a b b é  C otin , R a c a n ,  C o n r a r t  and  
D e s m a r e t s ,  a i l  d e a l in g  w ith  v a r io u s  C h r i s t i a n  th e m e s .  F in a l ly ,  th e  
v o lu m e  i s  c ro w n e d  w ith  a p a r a p h r a s e  of the  s e v e n te e n th  P s a l m ,  ta k e n  
f r o m  the  H o ly  B ib le .  T he  co n ten ts  of v o lu m e s  tw o and  t h r e e  a r e  a d ­
m i t t e d ly  no t  a s  ed ify ing  a s  th o se  of the  f i r s t ,  f o r  th e y  in c lude  p ie c e s  
f r o m  a d i f f e r e n t  g ro u p  of w r i t e r s  a m o n g  w hom  a r e  M a y n a rd ,  S a r r a z i n ,  
B r ie n n e ,  R a c in e ,  P e l l i s s o n ,  F u r e t i e r e ,  B e n s e r a d e  an d  P e r r a u l t .  T o  
th e s e  h e te r o g e n e o u s  p ie c e s  L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f  a d d s  tw o p o em s  w h ich  
he  c o m p o s e d  in  de fen ce  of F o u q u e t ,  n a m e ly ,  the  E lé g ie  aux  N y m p h es  
de V aux  an d  the  Ode au R o i , so m e  v e r s i f i e d  f r a g m e n ts  of P s y c h e ,  
an d  s ix te e n  f a b le s  d ra w n  f r o m  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  B u t th is  
m ix tu r e  of ed ify ing  and  so m ew h a t p ro fa n e  p o e t ry  in  th e  s a m e  v o lu m e  
shou ld  no t be m i s c o n s t r u e d  to  m e a n  i r r e v e r e n c e  to  h o ly  l i t e r a t u r e ,  
g iven  th e  f a c t  of the  t i t le  of the  w o rk .  T he  c o l le c t io n ,  ju dg ing  f r o m  
i t s  t i t l e ,  w as  o b v io u s ly  no t in ten d ed  to be ju s t  a  c o l le c t io n  of . r e l i g io u s  
p ie c e s  bu t a  m e d le y .  T h u s  the  n o n -ed ify in g  v e r s e s  w e r e  in c lu d e d  to  
ju s t i f y  th e  t i t l e  and  th e  in ten d ed  scope  of the  w o rk .  B e s id e s ,  th e  l e s s  
ed ify ing  p ie c e s  w e re ,  in  fa c t ,  no t c o m p o se d  by  o u r  p oe t h im s e l f .
L a t e r ,  he  w a s  to  c o m p o se  an  e s s e n t i a l l y  C h r i s t i a n  p o e m  on the  th e m e  
of c h a s t i ty  w h ich  we have  a l r e a d y  d i s c u s s e d  (Le P o e m e  de la  c a p i t iv i te  
de S a in t -M a le )  , a s  w e ll  a s  t r a n s l a t e  the  D ie s  I r a e . W h e th e r  o r  no t 
L a  F o n ta in e  w as  s in c e r e  in  e x p r e s s in g  th e s e  a t t i tu d e s  i s  a  d i f f e r e n t  
m a t t e r .  T h e  r e le v a n t  i s s u e ,  a t  l e a s t  a s  f a r  a s  h i s  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p -
130. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 86, F  a b l e s , II, 13, 11,13, 18 -2 0 .
131. I b i d . , p .  112, VI, 4, 11. 30 - 31.
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m e n t  i s  c o n c e rn e d ,  i s  the  fa c t  th a t  he  w as  ab le  to  a c q u i r e  and  
b r i l l i a n t ly  e x p r e s s  b ro a d  r e l ig io u s  id e a s  o r  know ledge  w h ich  m a d e  h i s  
w o r k s  w h o le so m e  an d  a c c e p ta b le  to h i s  r e a d e r s .
T h e  f o r m a t io n  and  g row th  of the  p o e t 's  P r o v i d e n t i a l i s t  th o ugh t 
an d  te n d e n c ie s  a r e  t h e r e f o r e  not b a s e d  on a b s t r a c t  dogm a an d  r i t u a l  
of one r e l ig io u s  s e c t  o r  the  o th e r .  H is  th ink ing  d ev e lo p e d  f r o m  h is  
own p e r s o n a l  c o n ce p t io n  of P r o v id e n c e ,  th a t  i s ,  f r o m  w ha t h e  a c tu a l ly  
o b s e r v e d  f r o m  n a t u r e .  T hus  e x p e r ie n c e  tau g h t  h im  th a t  th i s  P r o v id e n c e ,  
a l l  p e r f e c t  and  a l l  p o w erfu l ,  o p e r a te s  in  a  w ay  w h ich  h i s  low ly  c r e a ­
t u r e s  c an n o t fuDy u n d e r s ta n d .  G o d 's  th o u g h ts  a r e  no t o u r  th o u g h ts ,  
n e i th e r  a r e  o u r  w ay s  h is  own. He m u s t ,  by  the  n e c e s s i t y  of h i s  n a tu r e ,  
a l lo w  c e r t a i n  s i tu a t io n s  w hich  the  l im i t e d  h u m a n  in te l l ig e n c e  m a y  v iew  
a s  e r r o r s  o r  e v i ls  in  a  g iven  p ie ce  of n a t u r e ' s  w o rk ,  b u t w hich , in  
r e a l i t y ,  a r e  p a r t s  of the  p e r f e c t io n  of the  w ho le . S t r u c k  w ith  p ro fo u n d  
a d m i r a t i o n  a t  the  w ay  L a  F o n ta in e  s im p l i f ie s  the  a b s t r a c t  p h i lo so p h y  of 
G a s s e n d i ,  M a le b ra n c h e ,  S p inoza  and L e ib n iz ,  on th e  p r e - e s t a b l i s h e d  
h a r m o n y  of..the u n iv e r s e ,  C h a m fo r t  c r i e s  out :
E t  c r a i n d r o i s - j e  d ’e t r e  e g a r e  p a r  m o n  a d m i r a t io n  
p o u r  L a  F o n ta in e  s i  j ' o s o i s  d i r e  que le  s y s tè m e  
a b s t r a i t  : "T o u t e s t  b ie n "  p a r 0 1 1 p e u t - ê t r e  p lu s  
v r a i s e m b l a b l e ,  e t s u r to u t  p lu s  c l a i r ,  a p r è s  le  d i s ­
c o u r s  de G a ro ,  dans  la  fab le  de L a  C i t ro u i l l e  e t 
le  G l a n d , q u ' a p r è s  la  l e c t u r e  de L e ib n i tz  e t  de 
P o p e  l u i - m ê m e .
A nd c o m m e n t in g  on the  p r in c ip a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  p h i lo ­
sophy , E m i le  F  a  guet w r i t e s  :
I l  c r o i t  à  la  P r o v id e n c e ,  i l  c r o i t  a  l ' i n t e r v e n t io n  de 
la  d iv in i té  dans  le s  a f f a i r e s  h u m a in e s .  . . .  I l  e s t  f r a p p e  
de ce  q u ' i l  y a  de v e n e r a b le ,  e t  p e u t - ê t r e  d ' in d i s p e n s a b le  
a  la  m o r a l i t é  dans  la  c r é a n c e  en  l ' i m m o r t a l i t é  de l 'â m e ;  
p o u r  l a  s a u v e r ,  i l  a r e c o u r s  a  d e s  d is t in c t io n s  qu i lu i  
p e r m e t t e n t  de d i r e  q u ' i l  y a  une â m e  ch ez  l e s  a n im a u x ,  
m a i s  qu i  n ' e s t  pas  c ap ab le  d 'e t e r n i t e ;  q u ' i l  y ^ e n  a  une 
a u t r e  ch ez  le s  h o m m e s ,  qui en  e s t  c a p a b le .
P e r h a p s  F a  gue t '  s o b s e r v a t io n  goes  f a r t h e r  in  the  h i s t o r y  of L a  F o n ta in e 's
132. C h a m fo r t ,  S e b a s t ie n ,  R .  N.,, Op. G i t . , t . I ,  p. 242.
133. F a g u e t ,  E . , L a  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  (Gudin e t  C ie) , 1913,
pp . 108 - 1 0 9 .
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i n t e l l e c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  th an  we^feave readied so fe,r, s in ce  it i n c o r p o r a t e s
so m e  id e a s  o r  i t e m s  th a t  a r e  ye t to be d i s c u s s e d .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  h is
r e m a r k  r e i n f o r c e s  o u r  s tan d  on the  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  b a s i s  of the  p o e t 's
v iew  of th e  w o r ld .  With th is  a f f i r m a t io n  of fa i th  in  P r o v id e n c e  and  in
the l a t t e r ' s  goodw ill  to w a rd s  n a tu r e .  L a  F o n ta in e  can  be s a id  to  h a v e
p a r t e d  w ay s  w ith  the  e x t r e m e  o r  the  a th e i s t i c  e p ic u r e a n s  who, by
B os  s u e t  ' s d e f in i t io n ,  n e i th e r  b e l ie v e  in  P r o v id e n c e  n o r  see  an y  o r d e r
in  th e  u n iv e r s e .  L e o n  P e t i t ,  who h a s  m a d e  a b r i l l i a n t  s tu d y  of o u r
p o e t 's  r e l ig io u s  s e n t im e n t  w r i t e s  :
P e n d a n t  son  âge  ad u l te .  L a  F o n ta in e  a to u jo u r s  
té m o ig n é  une r e l ig io s i t é  a s s e z  v ag u e , c ro y a n t  en  
un  D ieu  a u te u r  de l 'u n i v e r s ,  e t q u ' i l  r e s p e c te ;  i l  
goûte  lu i  a u s s i  l 'h a r m o n ie  du m o n d e  e t  lo u e  d 'u n  
coeur s in c e r e  la  P r o v id e n c e .  P lu s  d 'une  fo is ,  dans  
s e s  o eu v re s ,  p e r c e  son  f in a l i s m e .
B u t if  L a  F o n ta in e 's  v ie w s ,  a c c e p t in g  a w e l l - o r d e r e d  u n iv e r s e ,*  p r e s i ­
ded  o v e r  b y  an  o rq in is c ie n t  and  o m n ip o ten t  P r o v id e n c e ,  a r e  u n c h a l l e n g e ­
a b le ,  t h e i r  im p l ic a t io n  th a t  a l l  i s  f o r  the  b e s t  in  the  w o r ld  th a t  we know , 
i s  s u s p e c t .  W ith p h y s ic a l  ev il ,  su ch  a s  c a la m i ty ,  d i s e a s e  and  p a in ,  
i t  co u ld  be  a r g u e d  th a t  th e s e  a r e  in d if fe re n t  th in g s  in  t h e m s e lv e s ,  an d  
th a t  th e y  co u ld  be  put to a  r ig h t  o r  w ro n g  u s e ,  d epend ing  on how  one 
v iew s  th e m .  It i s  eq u a l ly  le g i t im a te  to  a rg u e  th a t  a d v a n ta g e s  to  m a n ­
k i n d  a t  l a r g e  do s o m e t im e s  r e s u l t  f r o m  p h y s ic a l  e v i l s .  D i s e a s e  and  
th e  l ik e ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  have  a  m o r a l  e f fec t ,  p a r t l y  a s  d e t e r r e n t  o r  r e ­
f o r m a t o r y  p u n is h m e n ts ,  p a r t ly  a s  a  s t im u lu s  fo r  the  e x e r c i s e  of h u m a n  
in g e n u i ty .  T h e  s c o u rg e  of c h o le r a ,  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  m a y  le a d  to  th e  d e s ­
t r u c t i o n  of s lu m s  an d  to im p ro v e d  s an i ta t io n ;  s le e p in g  s ic k n e s s  m a y  r e ­
su lt  in  f r e s h  d i s c o v e r i e s  in m e d ic a l  s c ie n c e .  T h e  s a m e  a r g u m e n t  c an ,  
of c o u r s e ,  be  u s e d  f o r  fo lly , s in  and  w ic k e d n e s s .  B ut the  q u e s t io n  i s ,  
why sh ou ld  t h e s e  im p e r fe c t io n s  e x i s t  in  th e  f i r s t  p la c e ?  Why i s  i t  
n e c e s s a r y  to  p a s s  th ro u g h  th e m  to  so m e th in g  b e t t e r ?  I s  i t  b e c a u s e  
P r o v id e n c e  co u ld  no t, o r  b e c a u s e  i t  would no t, th a t  i t  r e f r a in e d  f r o m  
r e m o v in g  th e s e  p o s i t iv e  i l ls  f r o m  the  u n iv e r s e ?  If  w hat th e  g e n e r a l i t y  
of r a t i o n a l  b e in g s  see  and believe to  be e v il  cou ld  be l ig h t ly  e x p la in ed  
aw ay  a s  a  p re lu d e  to so m e  p r e - o r d a in e d  good, w ould  th is  no t a m o u n t
134. L e o n ,  P e t i t ,  L a  F o n ta in e  et S a in t - E v re m o n d  ou L a  T e n ta t io n  de 
l 'A n g l e t e r r e ,  T o u lo u se ,  1953, p. 237,
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to  a to ta l  d en ia l  of the  r e a l i ty  of the  h u m a n  co nd ition?  A r e  we to 
b e l ie v e  th a t  in  a l l  n a tu r e  each  d e g re e  of good is  a l l ie d  w ith  an  e q u a l  
d e g r e e  of e v i l ,  an d  th a t  the  to ta l  q u an ti ty  of each  is  a t  e v e r y  s ta g e  
e q u a l?  W ould th i s  not be an  a d m is s io n  th a t  the  h a rm o n y  of the  u n iv e r s e  
is  a lw ay s  s ta t ic  and  th a t  p r o g r e s s  is  a n  i l lu s io n ?  It  i s  r e a l l y  d if f icu l t  
to b e l ie v e  th a t  c e r t a i n  e v i ls  a r e  m e r e  a p p e a r a n c e s  o r  ju s t  e r r o r s  in  
the  h u m a n  m in d  o r  th a t  p a r t i a l  ev il  i s  a b s o lu te ly  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  the  
r e a l i z a t io n  of u n iv e r s a l  good in  a  w o r ld  d i r e c te d  by  an  o m n is c ie n t  and  
p e r f e c t  P r o v id e n c e .  It is  p o s s ib le  to  a rg u e  th a t  a l l  th a t  i s ,  i s  n e c e s ­
s a r y ;  o r  th a t  a l l  i s  th e  b e s t  i t  c a n  be; bu t to  s a y  th a t  a l l  i s  p e r f e c t  
s e e m s  f a l s e .  P e r h a p s  w hat L a  F o n ta in e  a n d  h is  fe l lo w  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t s  
m e a n  i s  th a t  the  n a tu r a l  u n iv e r s e  i s  good, no t a s  a  r e s u l t  of b a la n c e s  
and  c a n c e l l a t io n s ,  bu t b e c a u s e  the  w o r ld ,  a s  p a r t  of the  e n t i r e ty  of 
G o d 's  c r e a t io n ,  i s  in h e re n t ly  good. -
B e th a t  a s  it  m a y ,  the  sh if t  of e m p h a s is  in  the  p o e t 's  th in k in g ,  
f r o m  th e  a f f i r m a t i o n  of e v i l  to  th e  p o s tu la te  th a t  e v e r y  d a rk  c loud  h a s  
i t s  s i l v e r  l in in g ,  i s  s ig n if ic a n t .  He can  now be  s a id  to  have  jo in e d  
the  r a n k s  of the  fa m o u s  th in k e r s  who have  a  s a y  on th e  p a ra d o x  of 
h u m a n  n a tu r e ,  on both  s id e s  of the  C hanne l,  n a m e ly ,  M a le b ra n c h e ,  
L e ib n iz ,  P o p e  an d  o th e r s .  T o g e th e r ,  th e y  w e re  to f o r m  the  o b je c t  of 
V o l t a i r e ' s  b i t in g  s a t i r e  in  C an d id e . P u t  b r ie f ly ,  o u r  poet h a s  b e c o m e  
a n  in te l l e c tu a l  in  the  t r u e  s e n se  of the  w o rd .  H is  p h ilo so p h y  p la c e s  
m a n  a t  th e  d i s p o s a l  of n a tu r e ,  gu ided  b y  P r o v id e n c e .  In a sm u c h  a s  one 
is  a  p a r t  of th is  n a tu r e ,  one should  be co n ten ted  w ith  o n e 's  lo t  a s  a s s i g ­
n ed  b y  h e r .  S ince  P ro v id e n c e  h a s  m a d e  and  k e p t  e v e ry th in g  in  i t s  r ig h t  
p la c e ,  fo llow ing  a u n iv e r s a l  o r d e r ,  p e r f e c t  h a rm o n y  w ith  n a tu r e  an d  
w ith  o n e s e l f  c o n s i s t s  in  re c o g n iz in g  and o b s e rv in g  th i s  o r d e r .  T h is  
p o s i t io n  th u s  b r i n g s  to  a lo g ic a l  c o n c lu s io n  the  p o e t 's  e a r l i e r  in s i s t e n c e  
on r e s p e c t  an d  s u p p o r t  fo r  the e s ta b l i s h e d  o r d e r  in  F r a n c e .  S ince  i t  
h ad  p le a s e d  P r o v id e n c e  to p lace  L o u is  XIV in  the  p o s i t io n  of K ing  and  
l e a d e r  of th e  n a t io n ,  F r e n c h m e n  would be in  h a r m o n y  w ith  n a tu r e  and  
w ith  t h e m s e lv e s  by  re c o g n iz in g  the  K in g 's  ro le  a s  H ead , and  ta k in g  
t h e i r  own p la ce  a s  du tifu l c i t i z e n s .  I t  can  thus  be  s e e n  th a t ,  a l though  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  h o r i z o n  of thought h a s  e n la r g e d ,  an d  a lthough  h is  e a r l i e r  
h y p o th e s i s  f o r  d o m e s t ic  h a rm o n y  in  F r a n c e  h a s  w idened  out to  in c lu d e  
u n iv e r s a l  h a r m o n y  w ith  n a tu re ,  u n ity  of though t and  a t t i tu d e  is  m a in ta in e d
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a t  e v e r y  s ta g e .  T h is  un ity  h in g e s  upon h is  in s i s t e n c e  on r e s p e c t  f o r  
th e  n a t u r a l  o r d e r  of th in g s .  H is  un fl in ch in g  fa ith  in  the  g o o d n e ss  of 
P r o v id e n c e  and  in  i t s  un fa iling  p o w e r  o v e r  n a tu r e  l e a d s  the  p o e t  to  a c ­
c ep t  a  s i tu a t io n  in  w hich  n a t u r e 's  l e g i t im a te  im p u ls e s  w ould  no t be th e  
ones  th a t  s o c ie ty  h a s  n o u r is h e d  and  c o r r u p te d ,  bu t r a t h e r  th o s e  of 
v i r t u e  and  in n o c e n c e ,  a s  defined  in  th e  e th ic s  of "v o lu p té " .
T h e  l a t e r  co n cep t  h a s ,  a t  th is  s ta g e ,  a l s o  e n la r g e d  i t s  o r ig in a l
sco p e  in  th e  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  th a n k s  to f u r t h e r  in s p i r a t io n s
d ra w n  f r o m  G a s s e n d i 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the  t e r m .  A s  u n d e r s to o d  an d
i n t e r p r e t e d  b y  G a s s e n d i ,  "v o lu p té "  m e a n s  t h r e e  th in g s  : m e d i ta t io n  upon
th e  n a tu r e  of God so a s  to b e c o m e  e n a m o u r e d  of h is  p e r f e c t io n s  an d
s e e k  h i s  love ; c o n te m p la t io n  of d e a th ,  no t a s  a s o u r c e  of f e a r ,  bu t  a s
a  gatew ay, to  g r e a t e r  fe l ic i ty ;  m a k in g  fu ll  u s e  of th e  p r e s e n t  by  sch o o l in g
o n e se l f  in  w is d o m  w hich  a lone  c an  d i s c e r n  w ha t i s  good f r o m  w h a t i s
b a d .  G a s s e n d i  p r o c la im s  the  r ig h t  of e v e r y  m a n  to  h a p p in e s s ,  b u t  i s
p e r s u a d e d  th a t  r e l ig io u s  f e l ic i ty  i s  s u p e r io r  to  o r d in a r y  e n jo y m e n t ,  an d
th a t  p e r f e c t  h a p p in e s s  is  im p o s s ib le  in  a  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e r s e .  I t  b e h o v e s
m e n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  co n tin u es  the  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  to  co n ten t  t h e m s e lv e s  w ith
vdiat i s  a v a i l a b le ,  and  to  fo llow  a lw ay s  " la  s a g e s s e  s o u r ia n te " :
B o n h e u r  e s t  r e p o s  du c o rp s  e t  de l ' e s p r i t ,  m a i s  
a  t i t r e  de cond ition  n é c e s s a i r e  e t non  s u f f i s a n te .
I l  fau t  que la  r a i s o n  fixe  le  cho ix  d e s  m o y e n s  d 'y  
p a r v e n i r ,  qu i sont l e s  v e r t u s .
H e s t r e s s e s  the  im p o r ta n c e  of v i r t u e  in  th e  p u r s u i t  of t r u e  an d  l a s t i n g
" v o l u p t é " :
II fau t  se  m a in te n i r  dans  la  r e s o lu t io n  de  n 'a b a n d o n n e r  
j a m a i s  Te c h e m in  de la  v e r tu  e t de l 'h o n n ê te te ,  que lque  
o c c a s io n  qu i se p ré s e n te ;  de ne p r e f e r e r  j a m a i s  l 'u t i l e  
à  l 'h o n n ê t e ,  l ' i n ju s te  a ce  qui e s t  ju s t e ,  e t  se  t e n i r  . 
p r ê t  à  e c h o u e r  en g a rd a n t  sa  c o n sc ie n c e  p u re  e t  n e t te ,  
p lu tô t  que de r é u s s i r  en  l 'ab a n d o n n a n t ;  c a r  c e lu i  qui 
ne se  r e p r o c h e  r i e n  ne doit p a s  ê t r e  e s t i m e  m ^alÿeureux, 
n i c e lu i  qu i se  s en t  c r im in e l  ê t r e  d it  h e u r e u x .
V i r tu e  an d  d i s c r e t i o n  a r e  thus  the  k eyno te  of th e  G a s s e n d i s t  c o n ce p t  of
"v o lu p té " .
135. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  Syn tagm a philo  so p h icu m , P a r i s ,  1658, t .  II, p . 664.
136. I b i d . ,  p . 664.
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In  th e  A b r e g e de l a  p h ilo so p h ie  de G a sse n d i  B e r n i e r  s t r e s s e s  
the  s a m e  th in g . T h e  s e a r c h  fo r  p le a s u r e ,  he d e c l a r e s ,  i s  in  m a n 's  
n a t u r e ,  b u t  h e  m u s t  choose  th e  r ig h t  type  of p l e a s u r e .  T o ta l  a b s t i ­
n e n ce  f r o m  p l e a s u r e ,  in the  n am e  of v i r t u e  o r  m o r a l i t y ,  is  a f a l s e  a t ­
t i tu d e  an d  a  s in  a g a in s t  n a tu r e .  T he  b e s t  f o r m  of p le a s u r e  is  d e r iv e d  
f r o m  b o d i ly  h e a l th  a n d  m e n ta l  p e a c e .  T h is  m e a n s  th a t  h a p p in e s s  in  
i t s  e s s e n t i a l  n a tu r e  c o n s i s t s  in  the  c h e e r f u ln e s s  and  w e l l -b e in g ,  the  
r ig h t  d i s p o s i t io n  a n d  h a rm o n y  w hich en ab le  a m a n  to  l iv e  a  c a lm  an d  
s t e a d f a s t  l i f e .  H e a l s o  e x a l t s  m e n ta l  above  bo d ily  p l e a s u r e s  an d  l a y s  
s t r e s s  upon  ig n o r a n c e ,  f e a r ,  s u p e r s t i t io n  and  f o l l y  a s  the  m a in  c a u s e s  
of th o s e  m e n ta l  p a in s  w hich  d is tu rb  m o s t  in  l ife  by d e s t r o y in g  " v o lu p té " .  
T h u s ,  f o r  B e r n i e r ,  th e  m a j o r  o b s ta c le  to h a p p in e s s  i s  w h a te v e r  c o n t r i ­
b u te s  to  .d i s tu rb  m a n 's  s e r e n i ty  and  m e n ta l  sa t is fac t io n ^  w h a te v e r  c a u s e s  
f e a r  an d  a n x ie ty .  In  c o n c lu s io n ,  he g iv e s  p r a c t i c a l  s u g g e s t io n s  f o r  
s a f e g u a rd in g  o n e 's  m e n ta l  in d ep en d en ce  and  s e r e n i ty  : g ro u n d le s s  f e a r  
m u s t  be  r e m o v e d  b y  the  s tudy  of n a tu r e  w hich  w il l  h e lp  one to  u n d e r ­
s tan d  th a t  th e  f e a r  of dea th , of the  gods , b e l ie f  in  s u p e r s t i t io u s  p r a c ­
t i c e s  a n d  s p e c u la t io n s  a r e  c h i m e r a s .  D e s i r e  m u s t  be  r e g u la te d  by 
p r u d e n c e ,  a n d  e s s e n t i a l  v i r t u e s  c u l t iv a te d  a s  the  m e a n s  to  m e n ta l  
p e a c e .  T h e  d o c t r in e  of p re d e s t in a t io n  is  a s  m u c h  a n  i l lu s io n  a s  th e  
t h e o r y  th a t  a l l  th in g s  h appen  by  ch an c e .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  the  fu tu r e  is  
no t  in  o u r  h a n d s  o r  pow er; o u r  a c t io n s  a lo n e  a r e  in  o u r  p o w er  to  m a k e  
th e m  w h a t we p l e a s e .  Som e d e s i r e s  a r e  n a tu r a l ,  so m e  g ro u n d le s s  .
Of th e  n a t u r a l  o n e s ,  som e a r e  n e c e s s a r y  a s  w e ll  a s  n a tu r a l ,  w h ile  
so m e  a r e  n a t u r a l  on ly . Of the  n e c e s s a r y  d e s i r e s ,  so m e  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  
if one i s  to  b e  happy , so m e  if  one i s  even  to e x i s t .  He who h a s  a  
c l e a r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  of th e se  f a c ts  shou ld  d i r e c t  e v e r y  p r e f e r e n c e  o r
ch o ice  to w a r d s  s e c u r in g  h e a l th  of body  and  t r a n q u i l l i ty  of m in d ,  s e e in g
137
th a t  th e s e  a r e  th e  sum  and  th e  end of a  h appy  l i f e .  It c an  be s e e n
f r o m  th e  to n e  of th e s e  m a x im s  th a t  B e r n i e r  w as  even  c l o s e r  to  E p i c u r u s  
th a n  h i s  m a s t e r  h a d  b e en .
R e - i n f o r c e d  by  the new  so u rc e  of in s p i r a t io n .  L a  F o n ta in e  e n ­
l a r g e d  h is  c o n cep t  of "vo lu p té"  w ith  a  new  e m p h a s i s  on the  s e r e n i t y  of 
so l i tu d e  a s  a  n e c e s s a r y  cond ition  f o r  a  c o n te m p la t iv e ,  qu ie t and  h ap p y
137.  B e r n i e r ,  F . , Op. C i t . , t .  VII, pp.  1 - 3 ,
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l i f e .  T h e  p l e a s u r e  of so l i tu d e ,  w hich  w as  only m e n t io n e d  in  P s y c h e  
a s  the  s o m b r e  p l a i s i r  d 'u n  c œ u r  m é la n c o l iq u e "  , is  now c e l e b r a t e d  
in e x q u is i te  an d  co m p e l l in g  v e r s e s ,  im i ta t e d  f r o m  l in e s  475 -  489 of 
the  s e c o n d  B ook of V i r g i l ' s  G e o rg iq u e s .
Si j ' o s o i s  a jo u te r  au m o t de l ' i n t e r p r è t e ,
J ' i n s p i r e r o i s  ic i  l ' a m o u r  de la  r e t r a i t e :
E l l e  o f f re  a s e s  a m a n ts  d e s  b ie n s  san s  e m b a r r a s .
B ie n s  p u r s ,  p r e s e n t s  du C ie l ,  qui n a i s s e n t  sous  l e s  p a s .  
S o li tu d e ,  ou je  t ro u v e  une d o u c e u r  s e c r è t e .
L ie u x  que j ' a i m a i  to u jo u r s ,  ne p o u r r a i - j e  j a m a i s .
L o in  du m o n d e  et du b r u i t ,  g o û te r  l 'o m b r e  e t le  f r a i s ?
Ohl qui m ' a r r ê t e r a  sous  v o s  s o m b r e s  a s i l e s ? ^ 3 9
A lthough  th e  v e r s e  p a t t e r n  of the  fab le  in w hich  th e s e  l in e s  a p p e a r ,
n a m e ly .  L e  Songe d 'u n  H a b itan t  du M o g o l , i s  im i ta te d  f r o m  V i r g i l ,  th e
f r a m e w o r k  of th e  n a r r a t i v e  and p a r t  of the  m o r a l  a r e  i n s p i r e d  by  a n
e p iso d e  in  G u l is ta n  ou l 'E m p i r e  des  R o s e s . T he  l a t t e r  w as  w r i t t e n  by
the  P e r s i a n  p o e t ,  Sad i, and  t r a n s l a t e d  in to  F r e n c h  in  T 634 by  A n d r é  du
R y e r ,  s i e u r  de M a le z a i r .
Un D e r v i s  v i t  un jo u r  en  songe un R oy  qu i e s t  o it  en  
P a r a d i s ,  e t  un R e l ig ieu x  qui e s to i t  en  E n f e r ,  dont il 
fu t to u t  e s to n n e ,  c ro y a n t  que le  R e l ig ie u x  devo it e s t r e  
en  P a r a d i s ,  e t le  R oy e n  E n f e r ,  e t  fit  so n  p o u v o ir  
p o u r  s ç a v o i r  le  su je t  du m a lh e u r  de l 'u n  e t du b o n h e u r  
de l ' a u t r e .  Ce Roy, luy  d i t -o n ,  e s t  a i le  en  P a r a d i s ,  
p a r c e  q u ' i l  a v o it  c r é a n c e  aux  R e l ig ieu x ,  e t  ce R e l ig ie u x  
e s t  a i le  en  E n f e r ,  p a rc e  q u ' i l  a v o i t  c r é a n c e  aux  R o y s .
L e  R o y  e s t  h e u re u x ,  qui f r é q u e n te  l e s  c o n v en ts  des  
R e l ig ie u x ,  e t le  R e l ig ie u x  d ev ien t  m e  s ch an t ,  qui f r é ­
q u en te  la  cour.^"^®
In  a d a p t in g  th i s  s to r y .  L a  F o n ta in e  m o d if ie s  som e of th e  d e ta i l s  to  su i t  
h is  own m o r a l  p u r p o s e .  T he  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  le ad in g  to  th e  s a lv a t io n  of 
th e  " V iz i r "  an d  th e  p e rd i t io n  of th e  " E r m i t e " ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  a r e  m o d i ­
f ie d  in  o r d e r  to  convey  m o r e  e f fe c t iv e ly  the  id e a  of so li tu d e  w h ich  the  
poe t w is h e s  to  e x p r e s s .  T he  V i z i e r  i s  sav ed , no t b e c a u s e  of h i s  r e l i ­
g ious e n th u s i a s m ,  a s  in  the  o r ig in a l  v e r s io n  of th e  e p iso d e ,  bu t  b e c a u s e  
he p r o f i t s  f r o m  the  w isd o m  and peace  of so l i tu d e .  On th e  o th e r  han d , 
the  h e r m i t  is  lo s t  b e c a u s e  he sp en d s  h i s  l i fe  p lay ing  th e  r o le  of a n
a d r o i t  c o u r t i e r  th e r e b y  fa i l in g  to know  h im s e l i  an d  h is  own n e e d s :  ______ ,
138. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 453.
139. I b i d . ,  p . 158, F a b l e s , XI, 4, 11. 18 - 25. . ,
140. Sad i,  G u l is ta n  ou 1 " E m p ir e  des  R o s e s ,  T e x te  t r a d u i t  p a r  A n d re  du
R y e r ,  s i e u r  de M a le z a i r ,  P a r i s ,  1634, p. 88.
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. . . . . .  P e n d a n t  l 'h u m a in  s é jo u r ,
Ce V iz i r  qu e lq u efo is  c h e r c h o i t  la  so li tude ;
C et E r m i t e  aux  V iz i r s  a l lo i t  f a i r e  sa  cou r .^^^
C e r ta in ly ,  one u n d e r s ta n d s  and a p p r e c ia t e s  the  p lace  of so li tu d e  in  the
s e a r c h  fo r  " v o lu p té " ;  the  o th e r ,  w hile  p re te n d in g  to cu lt iv a te  the  h a b i t
■ I
of so l i tu d e ,  b e t r a y s  the  boncep t, and b e c o m e s  a v ic t im  of h i s  own d u ­
p l ic i ty .  T h e  th e m e  is  v e r y  d e a r  to L a  F o n ta in e .  He ta k e s  i t  up a g a in  
in  the  tw e lf th  B ook  of the  fa b le s .
M ea n w h ile ,  the  second  a s p e c t  of " v o lu p té ", e la b o r a te d  a s  a  r e ­
su l t  of h i s  c o n ta c t  w ith  B e r n i e r  and o th e r  G a s s e n d i s t s  of M m e . de  L a  
S a b l i e r e ' s  c i r c l e ,  is  f r e e d o m  f r o m  the  f e a r  of d e a th .  In  the  f a b le s  of 
1678 h i s  th in k in g  on d ea th  h a s  u n d e rg o n e  a c o m p le te  ch an g e . A pp ly ing  
h is  n e w -fo u n d  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  id e a  to  the  i n te r p r e ta t io n  of d e a th ,  th e
l a t t e r  b e c o m e s  no lo n g e r  a  m i s e r a b l e  o b s e s s io n  o r  the  g r e a t e s t  of a l l
- «
e v i ls  b u t a  n e c e s s a r y  a c t io n  of n a tu r e ,  an  e v e n tu a l i ty  to  be a lw ay s  a n t i ­
c ip a te d  an d  a c c e p te d  w ith  c o u ra g e ,  fo r t i tu d e  and  s e r e n i ty  w h e n e v e r  i t  
o c c u r s .  L ife  to o ,  b e c o m e s  a  w o n d e rfu l  op p o rtu n i ty ,  w hose  w o r th  an d  
d ig n ity  c o n s i s t  no t  in  how long but how w ell an d  n a tu r a l ly  one l i v e s .  
L iv in g  n a tu r a l ly  im p l ie s  be ing  p r e p a r e d  to  le a v e  l i fe  a s  n a tu r a l ly  a s  one 
e n t e r e d  i t ,  g iv en  the  fa c t  th a t  d ea th  i s  p a r t  of the  e s s e n t i a l  o r d e r  of 
n a tu r e ,  an  o r d e r  o v e r  w hich , a s  we saw  e a r l i e r ,  m a n  h a s  l i t t l e  o r  no 
ju r i s d i c t i o n .
D e a th  i s  now v is u a l iz e d  a s  the  c l im a x  of a  p r o c e s s  of e v o lu t io n ,
w h ich  b e g in s  a t  b i r t h ,  bu t m a y  stop  a t any  t im e :
E t  le  p r e m i e r  in s ta n t  ou les* en fans  d e s  r o i s  
O u v re n t  l e s  yeux a la  l u m iè r e .
E s t  c e lu i  qui v ien t  que lquefo is  
F e r m e r  p o u r  to u jo u r s  l e u r  p a u p ie r e .
D é fe n d e z -v o u s  p a r  la  g ra n d e u r .
A l lé g u e z  l a  b e a u té ,  l a  v e r tu ,  l a ^ g u n e s s e :
L a  M o r t  r a v i t  tou t s an s  p u d e u r .
L a  F o n ta in e  h e r e  e m p h a s iz e s  the  ra n d o m  c h a r a c t e r  of d e a th .  He s p e a k s
of i t  w ith  a g r e a t e r  r e s ig n a t io n  than  in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .
One canno t h e lp  a d m ir in g  how v iv id ly  the  poet p o r t r a y s  the  f r a g i l i ty  of
141. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 158, F a b l e s , XI, 4, 11. 1 5 - 1 7 .
142. Ib id , p. 127, VIII, 1, 11. 9 - 16.
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m o r t a l  l i f e .  We a l l  know th a t  e v en  w hen one does  no t d ie  a t  th e  m o ­
m e n t  of b i r t h ,  th e  t h r e a t  of d ea th  c o n tin u es  a t  e v e r y  s ta g e  of o n e 's  l i fe  
un til  th e  m o m e n t  l i fe  le a v e s  the  body. A s  soon a s  we a r e  b o rn ,  the  
body b e g in s  to  g ro w , develop  and fo r t i f y  i t s e l f .  T h e n  i t  s t a r t s  to  d e ­
p r e c ia t e ;  th e  q u a n t i ty  of l ife  d im in is h e s  p r o g r e s s i v e l y  u n t i l  i t  r e a c h e s  a  
point w h e re  no th ing  is  le f t  of i t .  A ll  the  f o r c e s  of d e p r e c ia t io n  a c t  
co n t in u a l ly  on m a n 's  m a t e r i a l  f r a m e  an d  it  i s  th i s  a c t io n  th a t  l e a d s  
n a tu r a l ly  to  i t s  f in a l  d is so lu t io n .  B y  im p l ic a t io n ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th i s  ch ange  
of s t a t e ,  so  m u c h  d re a d e d  by  m o r t a l s ,  i s  m e r e l y  a  p a r t  of th e  p r o c e s s  
of g ro w th .  I t  i s  th e  l a s t  s tag e  of th e  p r o g r e s s i v e  and  n e c e s s a r y  e v o lu ­
t io n  and  d i s in te g r a t io n  of one body in  o r d e r  th a t  a n o th e r  m a y  be f o r m e d .  
T h u s  w e .cannot b u t  a g r e e  w ith  o u r  poet th a t ,  th is  be in g  the  c a s e ,  d e a th  
shou ld  no t co m e  a s  a  s u r p r i s e  to anyone ex cep t  th e  foo l and  th e  u n w a ry  ;
L a  M o r t  ne  s u r p r e n d  po in t le  sag e ; *
Il e s t  to u jo u r s  p r ê t  a  p a r t i r ,
S 'é t a n t  su  lu i - m ê m e  a v e r t i r  
Du t e m p s  ou l 'o n  se  doit r é s o u d r e  a  ce  p a s s a g e .
Ce t e m p s ,  h e la s i  e m b r a s s e  to u s  l e s  t e m p s :
Q u 'o n  .le p a r ta g e  en. jouiq, en  h e u r e s ,  en  m o m e n ts .
I l  n 'e n  e s t  point q u 'i l  ne c o m p re n n e  .
D an s  le  f a ta l  t r ib u t ;  tous  sont de son  d o m a in e .
B u t a t the  s a m e  t im e  th a t  the poe t a d m o n is h e s  m e n  to  be  e v e r  v ig i la n t  
and  p r e p a r e d  f o r  d ea th ,  he a d m i ts  th a t  no m o r t a l  i s  su f f ic ie n t ly  a r m e d  
a g a in s t  th e  s u r p r i s e  of d ea th . T h e  m o s t  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  of m e n  p a le s  b e ­
fo r e  it;  he  n e e d s  a l l  the  r e s o u r c e s  of m o r a l  c o u ra g e  an d  fo r t i tu d e  in  
o r d e r  to  f a c e  d e a th  w ith  s e r e n i ty .  T h u s ,  in  sp i te  of th e  c o m m o n p la c e  
n a tu r e  of d e a th ,  i t  s t i l l  co m es  to  m o s t  m o r t a l  m e n  a s  a  s u r p r i s e .  ‘
T h is ,  e x p la in s  th e  poe t,  is  due l a r g e l y  to  h u m a n  p r e s u m p t io n .
II n ' e s t  r i e n  de m o in s  ig n o ré .
E t  p u is q u ' i l  fau t que je  le  d ie ,V  ^ ^ 144R ie n  ou l 'o n  so it  m o in s  p r e p a r e .
T o  i l l u s t r a t e  th i s  fa c t ,  he p r e s e n t s  the  ex am p le  of a c e n te n a r i a n  w ho, 
in  sp i te  of th e  m a n i f e s t  ageing  and  d i s in te g r a t io n  of h i s  body , i s  s t i l l  
r e lu c ta n t  to  p a r t  w ith  l i f e .  He a c c u s e s  d ea th  of tak in g  h im  by  s u r p r i s e ;  
a d d u ce s  a  th o u sa n d  and one e x c u s e s  to  s ta y  the  f a t a l  b low : H is  w ife 
w an ts  h im  to  w a it  fo r  h e r ;  he h a s  yet to  w r i te  h i s  w il l ,  put h is  h o u se  
in o r d e r ,  p ro v id e  fo r  h is  d ep en d an ts  and  c o m p le te  h is  o u ts ta n d in g  c o m -
143. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 127, 11. 1 - 8 .
144. I b i d . ,  11. 17 - 19.
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m i t m e n t s .  Why shoiM d ea th  not t a r r y  a l i t t l e ?  T h u s  he  c r i e s  out :
a t te n d e z  que lque  peu .
M a fe m m e  ne v eu t p a s  que je  p a r t e  s an s  e l le ;
Il  m e  r e s t e  a  p o u rv o ir  un a r r i e r e - n e v e u ;
S o u f f re z  q u 'a  m o n  log is  j 'a j o u te  e n c o re  une â i l e .
Q ue v o u s  ê t e s  p r e s s a n t e  o d é e s s e  c r u e l l e l ^ ^ ^
T h e  f o r c e  an d  c o m p e l l in g  tone  of the  a rg u m e n t ,  w h ich  d ea th  a d v a n c e s
in  r e p ly  to  th e  c e n te n a r ia n ,  r e f l e c t  v iv id ly  the  a t t i tu d e  of o u r  p oe t a t
th is  t im e :  T h e  f la m e  of l ife  b e g in s  to d im  long b e fo re  be in g  f in a l ly
e x t in g u is h e d .  Do the  ag e in g  p r o c e s s ,  the  g ra d u a l  w eak en in g  of the
body  a n d  th e  c o u n t le s s  d e m is e  of m e n ,  w o m en  and  c h i ld re n  a ro u n d  no t
c o n s t i tu te  s u f f ic ie n t  w a rn in g  f o r  the c e n te n a r ia n ?  W hat o th e r  s ig n a l
d oes  he  e x p e c t  f r o m  d ea th ?
V i e i l l a r d ,  lu i  d it  l a  M o r t ,  je  ne t ' a i  po in t s u r p r i s ;
T u  te  p la in s  s an s  r a i s o n  de m o n  im p a t ie n c e :
E h l  n ' a s - t u  p a s  cen t a n s . . . .  ?
N e te  d o n n a - t - o n  p as  d e s  a v i s ,  quand la  c a u s e  *
D u m a r c h e r  e t du m o u v e m e n t .
Q u an d  le s  e s p r i t s ,  le  s e n t im e n t .
Q uand  to u t  f a i l l i t  en  to i?  P lu s  de goût, p lu s  d 'o u te ;
T o u te  c h o se  po u r  to i  s e m b le  ê t r e  évanou ie ;
P o u r  to i  l ' a s t r e  du jo u r  p re n d  d e s  so in s  s u p e r f lu s ;
T u  r e g r e t t e s  d e s  b iens  qui ne  te  to u ch en t  p lu s .
J e  t ' a i  f a i t  v o i r  t e s  c a m a r a d e s
Ou m o r t s ,  ou m o u r a n t s ,  ou m a la d e s :  , . ,14oQu j ' e s t - c e  que to i t  c e la  , q u 'u n  a v e r t i s s e m e n t ?
H av ing  th u s  confounded  the  h e s i t a n t  old m a n  w ith  th i s  v ig o ro u s  log ic
and  t r e m e n d o u s  f o r c e  of a rg u m e n t ,  d ea th  s a y s  to  h im  :
A l lo n s ,  v i e i l l a r d ,  e t s an s  r é p l iq u é .
I l  n ' i m p o r t e  a  la  R epub lique  . _
Q ue tu  f a s s e s  ton  t e s t a m e n t .
A nd o u r  p o e t  a p p ro v e s  th a t  d ea th  i s  r ig h t  :
L a  M o r t  a v a i t  r a i s o n .  J e  v o u d ra is  q u 'a  c e t  âge 
On s o r t î t  de la  v ie  a in s i  que d 'u n  b a n q u e t .
R e m e r c i a n t  son  ho te , e t q u 'o n  f î t  son  paquet;
C a r  de c o m b ie n  p e u t-o n  r e t a r d e r  le  v o y ag e?
T u  m u r m u r e s ,  v i e i l l a r d i  V o is  c e s  je u n e s  m o u r i r .
V o i s - l e s  m a r c h e r ,  .v o i s - l e s  c o u r i r  
A  d e s  m o r t s ,  i l  e s t  v r a i ,  g lo r i e u s e s  e t  b e l l e s .
M a is  s û r e s  cep en d an t,  e t q u e lq u e fo is  c r u e l l e s .
J ' a i  b e a u  te  le  c r i e r ;  m o n  z e le  e s t  in d i s c r e t :
L e  p lu s  s e m b la b le  aux  m o r t s  m e u r t  le  p lu s  a  r e g r e t .
145. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 127, VIII, 1, 11. 25 -  29 .
146. I b i d . , 11. 30 - 47.
147. I b i d . ,  11. 48 - 50.
148. Ib id .  , 11. 50 - 60.
B ut how did  L.a F o n ta in e  com e by  the  h a l f - p a th e t i c ,  h a l f ­
a u th o r i t a r i a n  d ia lo g u e  b e tw een  d ea th  an d  the  c e n te n a r i a n ?  T h i s  d i a ­
logue i s  c o n ta in e d  n e i th e r  in  Æ s o p ' s  n o r  in  P h a e d ru s '  c o l le c t io n  of 
a p o lo g u e s .  We a r e  p e r s u a d e d  to b e l ie v e  th a t  th is  e p iso d e  w as  i n s p i r e d  
by a n a r r a t i v e  r e c o r d e d  in  L e  F a u t - M o u r i r  e t l e s  e x c u s e s  in u t i le s  que 
l 'o n  a p p o r te  a c e t te  ne ce s s i te .  In  th is  c u r io u s  b u t p o p u la r  w o rk  by  
J a c q u e s - J a c q u e s ,  p u b l ish e d  f i r s t  in  1661, th e  a u th o r  in t r o d u c e s  d ea th  
who, in  a  m o n o lo g u e ,  c e le b r a te s  h is  e x p lo i ts  and  h is  u n c h a l le n g e a b le  
d o m in a t io n  o v e r  a l l  c r e a t e d  th in g s  :
Q ue c e s  D is p u te s  sont f r iv o le s .
Q u ’on a g i te  dans  le s  E s c h o le s ,
P o u r  s ç a v o i r  que l e s t  le  p lu s  fo r t ;
L 'a m o u r ,  le  v in , ou b ie n  la  m o r t .
J e  c r o i s  q u ' i l  fau t f a i r e  l i t i è r e  
Du d é b a t  de c e t te  m a t i è r e .
C 'e s t  u n  co m p te  a  d o r r n i r  debout;
S ç a i t - o n  p a s  que p a r  d e s s u s  to u t ,  *
G lo r i e u s e m e n t  je  l 'e m p o r te ;
E t  que je  su is  to u jo u r s  p lu s  f o r t e ?
T h is  m o n o lo g u e  i s  fo llow ed  by a s u c c e s s io n  of c u r io u s  d ia lo g u es  b e t -
wsCeh th e  a lm ig h ty  d ea th  and  a n u m b e r  of m e n ,  in c lu d in g  the  P o p e ,  a
young d a m s e l ,  en g ag e d  to  be m a r r i e d ,  a co nv ic t ,  a  K ing , a r i c h  and
d e c r e p i t  o ld  m a n ,  a canon, a  nun, a  b l in d  m a n ,  a  w ounded s o ld ie r ,
ly ing  m o r t a l l y  i l l  on a h o s p i ta l  b ed , and  a d e s t i tu te  o ld  b e g g a r ,  e a c h
of w hom  a d d u c e s  one ex cu se  o r  the  o th e r  to  s ta y  o r  d e la y  the  h a n d  of
d e a th .  O n ly  the  P o p e  in d ic a te s  h is  r e a d in e s s  to fo llow  d ea th  t h e r e
and  th en ,  s in c e  i t  i s  the  law  of God and  N a tu re  th a t  a l l  c r e a t e d  th in g s
shou ld  d ie .  He d e c l a r e s  :
Non, v o u s  ne m e  s u r p r e n e z  p a s .
J e  s u is  to u t  p r e s t  a  c o m p a r e s t r e .
D e v an t m o n  Dieu; devant m o n  M a is t r e :
C 'e s t  une Loy , c 'e s t  un E d ic t ,
Q ue de sa  bouche il  nous  a d it .
Q ue to u t  h o m m e  se doit r é s o u d r e .
T o s t  ou t a r d ,  de to m b e r  en  poudre :
N ul m 'a p p e l l e  de ce t  A r r e s t ,
De te  s u b i r  je  su is  tou t p r e s t . . . .
T he  p o p u la r i ty  w hich  J a c q u e s '  book en joyed , h av in g  .gone th ro u g h
149. J a c q u e s ,  J . , L e  F a u t - m o u r i r  e t l e s  e x c u s e s  in u t i l e s  que l 'o n
a p p o r te  à  c e t te  n é c e s s i t é ,  L yon, (M ichel D uhan), 1661, p . 9.
150. I b i d . , p. 21.
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s e v e r a l  e d i t io n s  b e tw e e n  1661 and 1710, le a v e s  l i t t l e  doubt th a t  o u r  
p oe t h ad  a c c e s s  to  i t .  B e s id e s ,  the  a rg u m e n t  b u il t  up in  h i s  f a b le ,  
bo th  by  d ea th  i t s e l f  and  by i t s  v ic t im ,  r e c a p t u r e s  a l l  the  v iv a c i ty  an d  
n a t u r a l n e s s  of the  ones  w hich  a p p e a r  in  L e  F a u t - m o u r i r .  . . I t  is  
p o s s ib le  th a t  th e  poe t a lso  d re w  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  B o s s u e t 's  f u n e r a l
I
o r a t io n s .  It w as  . u s u a l  a t  th a t  t im e  f o r  p eo p le ,  in c lu d in g  n o n - b e l i e v e r s ,
to  g a th e r  a ro u n d  th e  o ra to r - th e o lo g ia n  w h e n e v e r  a  C h r i s t i a n  d ied ,  to
h e a r  h im  p r e a c h .  It i s  one of the  s t r a n g e  w e a k n e s s e s  of th e  h u m a n
m in d ,  d e c l a r e s  B o s s u e t ,  th a t  death  n e v e r  s e e m s  im m in e n t  to  m o r t a l
m e n ,  a l th o u g h  i t  m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  e v e r y w h e re  and  a t  a l l  t im e s  :
S.'il -p a s se  dans  son e s p r i t  quelque d e s i r  v o lag e  de 
. s 'y  p r e p a r e r ,  i l  d i s s ip e  b ie n tô t  c e s  n o i r e s  i d e e s . . . .  
l e s  m o r t e l s  n 'o n t  pas  m o in s  de so in  d 'e n s e v e l i r  l e s  
p e n s e e s  de l a  m o r t  que d ' e n t e r r e r  l e s  m o r t s  m ê m e s .
T h e  l a s t  s e n te n c e  of the  above q u o ta t io n  r e c a l l s  im m e d ia te ly  the  e p i -
*
sode  of th e  t h r e e  young m e n ,  d e s c r ib e d  by  L a  F o n ta in e  in  L e  V i e i l l a r d  
e t l e s  t r o i s  j e u n e s  H o m m e s . D ru n k  w ith  the  v a n i ty  of you th , an d  f o r ­
ge tfu l  of th e  f r a g i l e  n a tu r e  of h u m a n  l i f e ,  th e  young m e n  m o c k  a t  a n  
o c to g e n a r ia n  p la n t in g  so m e  c ro p s  w h ich  he a p p a r e n t ly  w il l  no t l iv e  to  
h a r v e s t  :
A  quo i bon c h a r g e r  v o t r e  v ie  
D e s  s o in s  d 'u n  a v e n i r  qui n ' e s t  p a s  f a i t  p o u r  v o u s?
N e so n g ez  d é s o r m a is  q u 'a  vos  e r r e u r s  p a s s é e s ;
Q u it te z  le  long e s p o i r  et l e s  v a s t e s  p e n s e e s ;
T o u t  c e la  ne conv ien t q u 'a  n o u s .
B ut sudden ly , th e  n a tu r a l  o r d e r  s e e m s  r e v e r s e d  b y  a  h ig h e r  p o w e r ;
the  t h r e e  young r a s c a l s  a r e  s t r i c k e n  by  d ea th ;  an d  th e  o c to g e n a r ia n
o u t l iv e s  th e m  I T h e  h u m a n  cond ition  . , a r g u e s  o u r  p o e t  in  th i s
fa b le ,  i s  su ch  th a t  youth  shou ld  n e v e r  b o a s t  of th e  f u tu r e  n o r  a c c u s e
th e  a g ed  of h a v in g  l iv e d  fo r  too  long, s in ce  th e  e p h e m e r a l  c h a r a c t e r
of h u m a n  life  r e n d e r s  a l l  m o r t a l s  e q u a l ly  s u s c e p t ib le  to  d e a th  a t  a n y
t i m e .
151. B o s s u e t ,  J - B . , Œ u v r e s ,  T o u r s ,  (G a l l im a rd ) ,  1961, p . 1073.
152. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 160, F a b l e s , XI, 8, 11. 8 -  12.
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. . . . T o u t  é t a b l i s s e m e n t  
V ie n t  t a r d  e t  d u re  peu . L a  m a in  d e s  P a r q u e s  b lê m e s  
De v o s  j o u r s  e t  des  m ie n s  se joue  é g a le m e n t .
N os t e r m e s  son t p a r e i l s  p a r  l e u r  c o u r te  d u r é e .
Q ui de n o u s  des  c l a r t e z  de la  voû te  a z u r é e
D oit  j o u i r  le  d e r n i e r ?  E s t - i l  aucun  m o m e n t   ^ -
Q ui v o u s  p u is s e  a s s u r e r  d 'u n  sec o n d  seulem ent?^^"^
T h e s e  l in e s  r e - e c h o  the  p r e c i s e  w a rn in g  i s s u e d  b y  E p ic u r u s  :
Q u an t  a c eu x  qui c o n se i l le n t  au  je u n e  h o m m e  de 
b ie n  v i v r e ,  e t  au  v ie i l l a r d  de b ie n  m o u r i r ,  ce
son t d e s  n a ï f s ,  non  s e u le m e n t  p a r c e  que la  v ie  a
du c h a r m e ,  m ê m e  pour le  v i e i l l a r d ,  m a i s  p a r c e  
que le  so u c i  , de b ie n  v iv r e  e t le  so u c is  de b ie n  
m o u r i r  ne font q u 'un .
L a  F o n t a i n e 's  d eb t  to  the  id e a s  of E p ic u r u s  f o r  th e  d ev e lo p m en t  of
h i s  th in k in g  on  d e a th  w il l  be ta k e n  up l a t e r  in  th is  c h a p te r .  B ut i t
is  im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  th a t  he did not h av e  to  r e a d  th e  v o lu m e s  of m o r a l
m a x im s  w r i t t e n  b y  E p i c u r u s .  H e r e a c h e d  E p i c u r u s  th ro u g h  L d c r e t i u s
and  S e n e c a ,  T h e  l a t t e r  b e la b o u r s  th e  th e m e  of th e  u n c e r ta in ty  of the
f u tu r e  an d  the  b r e v i t y  of h u m an  life  in h i s  E p i s t l e s  o r  h is  L e t t r e s  à
L u c i l iu s :
Q u e l le  s o t t i s e  d 'o r g a n i s e r  p a r  a v an ce  n o t r e  v ie ,  
q uand  n o u s  ne  s o m m e s  m ê m e  p as  m a î t r e s  du 
le n d e m a in l  Q u e lle  fo lie  de se l a n c e r  d an s  de 
lo n g s  e s p o i r  s i  J ' a c h è t e r a i ,  je  c o n s t r u i r a i ,  je  
p r ê t e r a i ,  j e  m e  f e r a i  r e n d r e ,  j ' e x e r c e r a i  d e s  
c h a r g e s ,  enfin , l a s  e t  p le in  de j o u r s ,  j e  p r e n d r a i  
m a  r e t r a i t e .  T o u t ,  c r o i s  m o i ,  m ê m e  p o u r  l e s  
h e u r e u x  e s t  i n c e r t a in .  N ul h o m m e  n 'a  le  d r o i t  
de s ' a s s u r e r  s u r  l ' a v e n i r .
C o n s id e r in g  th e  f a c t  th a t  S e n e c a 's  L e t t r e s  a  L u c i l iu s , f r o m  w h ich  th i s  
q u o ta t io n  i s  ta k e n ,  i s  the  v e r y  w o rk  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  h e lp ed - 'h is  
c o u s in ,  P i n t r e l ,  to  t r a n s l a t e  into  F r e n c h ,  it  i s  on ly  to  be  e x p e c te d  
th a t  i t  h ad  a  m o r e  d i r e c t  im p a c t  on the poe t th an  th e  v o lu m e s  of E p i ­
c u r u s .  T h i s  i s  no t to  su g g e s t  th a t  the. l a t t e r  h a d  no in f lu en ce  on L a  
F o n ta in e 's  th in k in g  on d ea th  in  the  second  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  In 
fa c t ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e  sh o r t ly ,  the  te a c h in g s  of E p ic u r u s  on th is  s u b ­
j e c t  w e r e  th e  c r e d o  of the  m i l ie u  in  w hich  o u r  p o e t  found h im s e l f  a t
153. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p. 160, F a b l e s , XI, 8, 11. 14 -  20.
154. C r e s s o n ,  A . ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 69.
155. S eneque , L . A . ,  O p. C i t . , t .  I l l ,  p . 121.
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th i s  t i m e .  A l l  th a t  we a r e  t ry in g  to  ad d  is  th a t  the  in f lu en c e  of 
h is  r e a d in g  of S e n e c a  d id  m u c h  to  c o lo u r  h is  e p ic u r e a n  id e a s  on d e a th  
w ith  s to ic  p ru d e n c e  and  m e n ta l  r e s ig n a t io n ,  s i m i l a r  to  the  C h r i s t i a n  
a t t i tu d e ,  f o r  h is  in s i s t e n c e  th a t  no one should  be qu ick  to  laugh  a t  a  
m a n  w e a k e n e d  b y  a g e ,  n o r  a c c u s e  h im  of l iv in g  f o r  too  long , n o r  
p r id e  o n e s e l f  a t  b e in g  s t i l l  too young to  d ie ,  s in c e  no age  is  too  e a r l y  . 
o r  Too la te  f o r  the  co ld  hand  of d ea th ,  is  the  e s s e n c e  of S e n e c a 's  
m o r a l  an d  th e  o f f ic ia l  p o s i t io n  of the  C h r i s t i a n  c h u rc h .  T h u s ,  a t  the  
s a m e  t im e  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e m in d s  the  r e a d e r  of th e  im m in e n c e  and 
th e  in e v i ta b i l i ty  of d e a th ,  he shows h im  how b e s t  to  av o id  b e in g  s u r ­
p r i s e d  and  e x t r e m e  p e s s i m i s m .  C o n tem p la te  d e a th ,  he  now s e e m s  to  
s ay ,  no t to  n o u r i s h  y o u r  f e a r s  of i t ,  bu t to  r e a s s u r e  y o u r s e l f  of y o u r  
r e a d i n e s s  to  f a c e  i t  w h e n e v e r  i t  c o m e s .  M en shou ld  t h e r e f o r e  e n jo y  
t h e m s e lv e s  a s  m u c h  a s  p o s s ib le  w h ile  t h e r e  is  s t i l l  t im e ,  so th a t  th e y  
m a y  h av e  l i t t l e  to  r e g r e t  w hen d ea th  k n o ck s  a t  t h e i r  d o o r s .
H â te - to i ,  m o n  a m i .  T u  n 'a s  p a s  ta n t  a  v i v r e . . , .
J o u i s .  J e  le  f e r a i .  M a is  quand donc?  D es  d e m a in .
E h '  m o n  a m i ,  la  m o r t  te  peu t p r e n d r e  en  c h e m in .
J o u is  d e s  a u j o u r d 'h u i . . .  .
T h is  a t t i tu d e  s u r e ly  c o n t r a s t s  s h a r p ly  w ith  th e  e m o t io n a l  f e a r  
and  d r e a d  of d e a th  w hich  p e r m e a te  the  fa b le s  of 1668. How th e n  c an  
we a c c o u n t  f o r  th i s  change  of m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e ?  T h e  s e c r e t  s e e m s  to  l ie  
in th e  a t t i tu d e  of the  m i l ie u  o r  the  s o c ie ty  in  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  found  
h im s e l f  a t  th i s  t im e .  A s  we a l r e a d y  know, M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  
c i r c l e  w a s  a  c e n t r e  of G a s s e n d i s m  and  of the  b r a n d  of e p ic u r e a n i s m  
ad o p ted  by  B e r n i e r .  T he  l a t t e r ' s  e p ic u r e a n i s m  s t r e s s e s  c o n tem p t of 
d ea th  a s  a n  e s s e n t i a l  in g re d ie n t  of "v o lu p té " .  So, in  th is  c i r c l e ,  
v i r t u a l l y  d o m in a te d  by h im ,  d ea th  w as v iew ed  p h i lo s o p h ic a l ly ,  r a t h e r  
th a n  e m o t io n a l ly ,  a s  a  n e c e s s a r y  a c t io n  of n a t u r e .  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  
th u s  f r e q u e n t in g  th e  co m p an y  of k in d re d  s p i r i t s  to  w hom  h e  w as  t e m ­
p e r a m e n ta l l y  d ra w n .  T h e  g roup  in c lu d ed  C h au l ieu ,  M m e .  D e s h o u l ie r e s  
an d  D e h en a u l t .  W hat u n i te s  th e m  i s  t h e i r  c o m m o n  c o n te m p t  fo r  d e a th  
an d  t h e i r  a c c e p ta n c e  of E p ic u ru s  and  L u c r e t iu s  a s  t h e i r  a n c e s t r a l  
m a s t e r s .  It w il l  be r e c a l l e d  th a t  E p ic u r u s  d e s p i s e s  d ea th  an d  te a c h e s
156 .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p.  138,  F a b l e s , VIII, 27 ,  11. 7 -  10.
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h is  d i s c i p l e s  to  e x p e c t  no p u n ish m e n t  o r  r e w a r d  a f t e r  th i s  l i f e .  D e a th
i s  n o th ing , he  m a in ta in s ;  it is  s im p ly  the  end of l ife  w h ich  shou ld  no t
be a l lo w ed  to  d i s tu r b  o u r  p e ac e  of m in d  :
L a  m o r t  n ' e s t  r i e n  pou r nous pu isque  le  b ie n  e t  le  
m a l  n 'e x i s t e n t  que dans l a  s e n s a t io n .  D 'o ù  i l  su i t  
q u 'u n e  c o n n a is s a n c e  ex ac te  de ce f a i t  que la  m o r t  
n ' e s t  r i e n  p o u r  nous p e r m e t  de j o u i r  de c e t te  v ie  
m o r t e l l e ,  en  nous év ita n t  d 'y  a jo u te r  une id ée  de 
d u re e  e t e r n e l l e  et en nous  en lev an t  le  r e g r e t  de 
l ' i m m o r t a l i t é .  C a r  il n 'y  a r i e n  de r e d o u ta b le  dans  
la  v ie  p o u r  qui a  c o m p r is  q u 'i l  n 'y  a  r i e n  de r e ­
d o u tab le  d an s  le  fa i t  de ne  v iv re  pi a s . C e lu i  qui 
d e c l a r e  c r a in d r e  la  m o r t  non pas  p a r c e  q u 'u n e  fo is  
v en u e  e l le  e s t  re d o u ta b le ,  m a i s  p a r c e  q u ' i l  e s t  r e ­
d o u tab le  de l ' a t t e n d r e  e s t  donc un  so t .
L u c r e t i u s ,  r e - e c h o i n g  h is  m a s t e r ' s  v o ic e ,  l ik e n s  d ea th  to  a  w e l l -
d e s e r v e d  r e s t .  M en, he  i n s i s t s ,  shou ld  d e p a r t  th i s  l ife  a s  if  f r o m  a
b a n q u e t  h a l l ,  th an k in g  th e i r  g r e a t  h o s t e s s .  N a tu r e ,  f o r  the  q u ie t  r e s t
g r a n te d  to  th e m .
Q u 'e s t - c e  done qui te  t ie n t  ta n t  a  c œ u r  o m o r t e l ,  p o u r  
t 'a b a n d o n n e r  a c e t te  d o u le u r  e t a  c e s  p la in te s  s a n s  m e s u r e ?  
P o u r q u o i  l a  m o r t  t ' a r r a c h e - t - e l l e  c e s  g é m is s e m e n ts  et 
c e s  p l e u r s ?  C a r  s i  tu  a s  pu jo u i r  a  to n  g re  de t a  v ie  
p a s s é e ,  s i  to u s  c e s  p l a i s i r s  n 'o n t  p a s  e te  co m m e  e n t a s s e s  
d an s  un v a s e  p e r c e ,  s ' i l s  ne  se  son t p a s  é c o u lé s  e t p e rd u s
s a n s  p ro f i t ;  pou rq u o i,  t e l  un  convive  r a s s a s i e ,  ne point
te  r e t i r e r  de la  v ie ; p o u rq u o i,  p a u v re  so t ,  ne  po in t 
p r e n d r e  de bonne g râ c e  un  r e p o s  que r i e n  ne  t r o u b l e r a ? ^^8
T h is  id e a  of eq u a tin g  d e p a r tu r e  f r o m  life  w i t h  d e p a r tu r e  f r o m  a  b a n ­
q ue t h a l l  i s  th e  s a m e  ana lo g y  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  u s e s  in  h i s  a rg u m e n t  
a g a in s t  the  h e s i t a n t  c e n te n a r ia n  (VIII, 1). B u t a g a in ,  a l th o u g h  he i s ,  
a s  he  t e l l s  u s  h im s e l f ,  a  " d is c ip le  de L u c r e c e " ,  i t  i s  no t know n w h e th e r  
he  s e iz e d  th is  an a lo g y  d i r e c t ly  f r o m  L u c r e t iu s  o r  th ro u g h  S e n e c a ,  f o r
th e  l a t t e r ,  also o u r  p o e t 's  c h e r i s h e d  m e n to r ,  e x p r e s s e s  th e  s a m e  v iew ,
159quo ting  E p i c u r u s .
T h e  fo re g o in g  th in k e r s  w e re  the  ack n o w led g ed  p a t ro n  s a in t s  
and  h e r o e s  of th e  g roup  w ith  w hom  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  a s s o c ia t i n g  a t  
th i s  t i m e .  T h e i r  c re d o  w as  d eep ly  e n tre n c h e d  in  th e  id e a  th a t  dea th  
is  no th ing  to  be f e a r e d .  T h is  a t t i tu d e ,  th e y  a r g u e ,  m a k e s  the  m o r t a -
157. C r e s s o n ,  A . ,  Op., C i t . , p.. 68;.
158. L u c r p c e ,  C . T . ,  Op. C i t . , 1.1, pp. 137 - 138.
159. S énèque , L . A .  O p. C i t . ,  t . I ,  p . 121 ( L e t t r e  x x i i ) .
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l i ty  of l i fe  m o r e  b e a r a b le ,  no t by p ro lo n g in g  life  i t s e l f ,  bu t b y  r e ­
m o v in g  the  y e a r n in g  f o r  im m o r ta l i ty .  Life- h a s  no t e r r o r s  f o r  th o s e  
who h av e  th o ro u g h ly  u n d e rs to o d  th a t  t h e r e  a r e  no t e r r o r s  fo r  th e m  
on c e a s in g  to  l iv e .  D ea th ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  is  no th ing  to u s ,  s e e in g  th a t
w hen  w e l iv e ,  i t  h a s  not co m e , and  w hen we d ie , i t  c e a s e s  to  a f fe c t
1 -
u s .
M m e .  D e s h o u l i e r e s ,  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  s t r e s s e s  th e  c o m m o n p la c e
c h a r a c t e r  of d e a th  an d  u rg e s  h e r  r e a d e r s  to  be p r e p a r e d .
P r e p a r e s - y  to n  coeur, d i s - to y ,  c 'e s t  une d e t te  
Q u 'e n  r e c e v a n t  le  jo u r  j ' a y  fa i te .
N o u s  ne n a i s s o n s  que pou r m o u r i r .
She. r e t u r n s  to  th i s  th e m e  o v e r  and  o v e r  ag a in ,  s o m e t im e s  a s s o c ia t i n g
it  w ith  v a n i ty  an d  f a l s e  p le a s u r e s  :
Q ue l 'h o m m e  c o n n o is t  peu la  m o r t  q u ' i l  a p p ré h e n d e .
Q uand  i l  d it  q u 'e l l e  le  s u r p r e n d i  
E l le  n a i s t  a v e c  lu i; s a n s  c e s s e  lu y  d e m an d e  *
Un t r i b u t  dont en  v a in  son  o rg u e i l  se  défend .
C h a u l ie u 's  t h i r d  p o e m  o p p o ses  to  the  in e v i ta b i l i ty  of d ea th  the  a r t  of 
l iv ing  h a p p i ly .  He p ro p o s e s  a  s tu d ied  r e a c t io n  to  the  n o th in g n e s s  of 
l i f e .  M an  h a s  b e e n  b ro u g h t  in to  th is  l ife  w ithout b e in g  c o n su l te d ,  c o n ­
t in u e s  C h au l ieu ,  an d  i t  i s  on ly  to  be ex p ec te d  th a t  he w il l  e q u a l ly  d e ­
p a r t  f r o m  i t  w ithou t w a rn in g .  T h e r e  is  no r e a s o n  why h u m a n  w isd o m  
sh o u ld  no t d e v is e  w ay s  to  en joy  to th e  fu l le s t ,  th e  l i t t l e  t im e  m a n  is  
g iven  to  l iv e  a m o n g  s e n s ib le  b e in g s .  In conclus, on, he  d e n ie s  th e  
e x is t e n c e  of d a r k  a b o d es  of h o r r o r  fo r  sou ls  a f t e r  d ea th ,  the  r e a l i t y  
of d e m o n s ,  h e l l  and  h e a v e n .  A ll  th e s e  sp e c u la t io n s  a r e  f a l s e .  D e a th  
i s  s im p ly  th e  end  of l i fe ,  and  th ey  a r e  w ise  who h av e  got t h e m s e lv e s  
u s e d  to  th i s  id e a .
A ux  p e n s e r s  de la  m o r t  a cco u tu m e  to n  âm e ;
H o r s  son  no m  s e u le m e n t  e l le  n 'a  r i e n  d 'a f f r e u x .
In c o n ta c t  w ith  th e s e  p r a c t i c a l  e p ic u r e a n s ,  o u r  poe t saw  in  
p r a c t i c e  w hat he  h a d  known th e o r e t i c a l ly  f r o m  E p i c u r u s ,  L u c r e t iu s  and  
S e n e c a .  H e w as  f i r s t  in  touch  w ith  th e m  th ro u g h  C h au l ieu ,  who w a s  a  
f r e q u e n t  v i s i t o r  to  M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  sa lo n ,  an d  l a t e r  th ro u g h  
h is  a t te n d a n c e s  a t  the  b r i l l i a n t  p a r t i e s  o rg a n iz e d  a t  the  T e m p le  b y  th e  .
160. D e s h o u l i e r e s ,  A . (M m e. ), Op. C i t . , p . 9 2 :  "R e f lex io n s  d i v e r s e s " .
161. I b i d . ,  p . 92.
162 C h au l ieu ,  ( I 'ab b e  de). Op. C it. ,  t . I .  , p. 20 . "S u r  l a  M o r t " .
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C onde s and  th e  C o n t is .  It is  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  he  r e a d i ly  
a d o p ts  the  a t t i tu d e  of the  g roup  to w a rd s  d e a th .  S u r p r i s in g ly ,  t h e i r  i n ­
f lu e n c e  d o es  no t s e e m  to  have  a f fe c te d  h is  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  f a i th .  B u t 
l e t  u s  no t f o r g e t  th a t  o u r  poet h a s  a w ay  of tak in g  out w h a te v e r  he  
w a n ts  f r o m  a n  in d iv id u a l  o r  g ro u p  w ithou t n e c e s s a r i l y  s u r r e n d e r i n g  
h i s  d eep  p e r s o n a l  c o n v ic t io n s  o r  m e n ta l  l ib e r ty .  In  th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  i n ­
s ta n c e ,  w hat he  im i ta t e s  f r o m  h is  new  a s s o c i a t e s  i s  t h e i r  c o n tem p t  
f o r  d e a th ,  no t t h e i r  l i b e r t i n i s m .  H is  a t t i tu d e  is  th e  h u m a n  one of s e e ­
k in g  h a p p in e s s  in  l ib e r a t io n  f r o m  f e a r  and  s u p e r s t i t io n ,  th a t  i s  , the  
a t t i tu d e  of a  h u m a n is t ,  who m u s t  r i s e  above th e  ig n o ra n t  c o m m o n e r  
by  h i s  r e a d i n e s s  to  co n fro n t  d ea th  p h i lo so p h ic a l ly ,  w ith  s e l f - m a s t e r y  
and  s to ic  r e s ig n a t io n ,  w h e n e v e r  i t  c o m e s .  T h is  a t t i tu d e  v i r t u a l l y  
b r e a k s  the  s ieg e  of a p p re h e n s io n  th a t  d o m in a te s  th e  e a r l i e r  c o l le c t io n  
of f a b le s .
B u t if  m a t u r i t y  l ib e r a te d  L a  F o n ta in e  f r o m  th e  f e a r  of d e a th ,  
i t  d id  n o th ing  to  c l e a r  the  u n c e r ta in ty  th a t  b e c lo u d e d  h i s  m in d  on th e  
c o n t r o v e r s i a l  q u e s t io n  of w hat fo llow s a f t e r  m o r t a l  l i f e ,  th a t  i s ,  the  
q u e s t io n  of i m m o r ta l i t y .  W h eth e r  o r  not th e  poe t b e l ie v e d  in  th e  l a t ­
t e r  i s  a~ su b tle  p ro b le m  to  r e s o lv e ,  bu t we sh a l l  e x a m in e  the  e v id en c e  
of h is  w o rk s  an d  h i s  l i fe ,  and f r o m  th e r e  d ra w  . s o m e  c o n c lu s io n s .
We have  n o te d  th a t  he w as  a t  one an d  the  s a m e  t im e  a  d is c ip le  of 
E p i c u r u s  and  L u c r e t i u s ,  of S en eca  an d  G a ss e n d i ,  Now, f o r  th e  f i r s t  
tw o m a s t e r s ,  d e a th  is  s im p ly  the  end  of l i fe ,  w h ich  i s  no t fo l lo w ed  b y  
an y th in g  b y  w ay  of im m o r ta l i ty ,  p u n ish m e n t  o r  r e w a r d .  C o m m e n tin g  
on th e  u n ity  of th e  h u m a n  so u l  and  the  b o d y ,  a s  a  s in g le  p e r i s h a b le  
e n t i ty ,  s u s c e p t ib le  to  id e n t ic a l  p h y s io lo g ic a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  L u c r e t i u s  d e ­
c l a r e s  :
N a i s s a n t  a v e c  le  c o r p s ,  l 'â m e  c r o i t  a v ec  lu i  .
E t  c o m m e  lu i  v ie i l l i t :  un p ied  fa ib le ,  in h a b i le .
F a i t  c h a n c e le r  l 'e n fa n t ,  s a  p e n se e  e s t  d eb ile ;
Q uand  la  f o r c e  de l 'h o m m e  a v ec  l 'â g e  a  g ra n d i .
L a  r a i s o n  e s t  p lus  s û re  e t  le  c œ u r  p lu s  h a rd i ;
Que de so n  b r a s  p u is s a n t  nous b r i s e  l a  v i e i l l e s s e .
Que nos  m e m b r e s  u s e s  su cc o m b e n t  de f a ib l e s s e .
L 'â m e  b o î t e ,  la  langue  e x tra v a g u e ,  l ' e s p r i t  ^
Ne f a u t - i l  pas  a u s s i  que l 'â m e  c o n su m é e  
Se p e r d e  a v ec  le  c o r p s ,  c o m m e  au  v en t  l a  fu m e e .
P u is q u e  e n se m b le  n a i s s a n t ,  c r o i s s a n t  en  m ê m e  te m p s .
I ls  s 'a f f a i s s e n t  tous  deux sous  le  f a r d e a u  d e s  a n s . . . .
Si l a  s u b s ta n c e  en  e s t  a in s i  d e c o m p o sa b le ,
E t  change  av ec  le  c o r p s ,  l 'â m e  e s t  donc p é r i s s a b l e .
163. L u c r e c e ,  C . T . ,  Op. C i t . , p p . 101-102 (L iv re  III, 1 1 .4 3 6 -5 1 8 .)
A] f {  I f  n e  \ S  o b v i ’ o q s l ^  o m i î t £ 4  ■' C - f • -
340
Of th e  seco n d  two m a s t e r s  of o u r  poe t, n a m e ly ,  S e n e c a  a n d  
G a s s e n d i ,  the  f o r m e r  g ives  an  im p r e s s i o n  of p r o f e s s in g  h i s  b e l ie f  in  
th e  i m m o r ta l i t y  of the  so u l .  B ut he d o es  no t m a k e  i t  qu ite  c l e a r  w h e -  
t h e r  by  " s o u l"  he  m e a n s  the  e s s e n c e  of m a n ,  a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  th e
e t e r n a l  g o o d n e ss  of h i s  v i r tu o u s  w o rk s ,  o r  a s  ^ iym bolized  in  the  c o n ­
cep t of an  i m m a t e r i a l ,  and  t h e r e f o r e ,  i m m o r t a l  s p i r i t ,  in h a b i t in g  th e  
h u m a n  body . H e a p p e a r s  to  have  s e n t im e n ta l ly  m ix e d  up the  two e l e ­
m e n t s  w hen  h e  d e c l a r e s  :
II m e  p l a i s a i t  d 'e x a m in e r ,  ou p lu tô t,  p a rd i ,  
de m e  p e r s u a d e r  de l ' i m m o r t a l i t é  de l ' â m e .
J e  m e  c o n f ia is  en  e ffe t  v o lo n t ie r s  à  l 'o p in io n
d e s  g r a n d s  h o m m e s  qui p r o m e t te n t  la  f é l i c i t é
s u p r e m e  p lus  q u ' i l s  ne la  p ro u v e n t .  J e  m e
d o n n a is  a  un s i  g ra n d  e s p o i r ,  je  m e  d é g o û ta is
d e ja  de m o i - m ê m e ,  je  m é p r i s a i s  d e ja  le  r e s t e
d 'u n e  v ie  a f fa ib l ie ,  p r ê t  a  f a i r e  le  s au t  v e r s
ce t e m p s  s a n s  l im i t e ,  v e r s  c e t t e  é t e r n i t é  que *
j ' a l l a i s  p o s s é d e r .  E t  v o ila  que soudain , dans
m o n  l i t ,  t a  le^^^e e s t  venue  m 'e n l e v e r  a un
s i  b e a u  r ê v e .
E l s e w h e r e  in  th e  s a m e  w o rk ,  he  c o n c e iv e s  th e  so u l  a s  a n  id e a ,  "une  
id e e  i m m o r t e l l e ,  im m u a b le ,  in d e s t r u c t ib le " .  T h is  im p l i e s  th a t  the  
h u m a n  so u l  o r  th e  ' ' s oui ". of m a n k in d  is  the  s a m e  th in g  a s  the  g r e a t  
id e a  of h u m a n i ty ,  th a t  is  the  id e a  of c r e a t in g  a  b e in g  c a l l e d  m a n ,  a s  
e t e r n a l l y  c o n c e iv e d  by  God. V iew ed  in  th is  s e n s e ,  a s s e r t s  S e n e c a ,  
the  so u l  i s  i m m o r t a l  :
L e s  h o m m e s  m e u re n t ;  m a i s  l 'h u m a n i té ,  c ' e s t - a - d i r e  le  
m o d è le  
so u ff re
su iv an t  le q u e l  l 'h o m m e  e s t  f a i t ,  d e m e u r e  e t  ne  
de r ie n ,  ta n d is  que l 'h o m m e  pe ine  e t  d i s p a r a î t .
A c c o rd in g  to  th i s  i n t e r p r e ta t io n ,  the  sou l of m a n  is  r e l a t e d  to  m a n  in
the  s a m e  w ay  th a t  God i s  r e l a t e d  to  the  u n iv e r s e .  In d iv id u a ls  m a y  die
bu t  the  sou l of h u m a n i ty  w il l  en d u re  a s  long a s  i t s  c r e a t o r .  T h i s ,
f o r  S e n e c a ,  i s  im m o r t a l i t y .  It can  be s e e n  f r o m  th i s  th a t  he  d o es  not 
ta k e  the  id e a  of i m m o r ta l i t y  l i t e r a l l y  o r  in  the  w ay  the  g e n e r a l i t y  of 
m e n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  C h r i s t i a n s ,  u n d e r s ta n d  i t .  Ju d g in g  f r o m  th e  b a n ­
t e r i n g  tone  of th e  w o rk  in  w hich  th is  q uo ta tion  a p p e a r s ,  w e c an  only  
ded u ce  th a t  S e n e c a  i s ,  in  fa c t ,  r id ic u l in g  the  id e a  of im m o r t a l i t y  a s  
did E p ic u r u s  an d  h is  fo l lo w e r s .  F o r  G a ss e n d i ,  h o w e v e r ,  su ch  a n  e x -
t r e m e  p o s i t io n  w ould  be u n te n a b le . He h a s  to  a d ap t  h is  own b ra n d  of
164. S en eq u e ,  L . A . , O p. C it.  , t .  I l l ,  p . 127, ( L e t t r e  c i i ) .
165. I b id . ,  t . I ,  p . 341 ( L e t t r e  Ixv). ,
166. I b i d . , p . 337 - 349.
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e p i c u r e a n i s m  to  C h r i s t i a n i ty ,  the  p r in c ip a l  te n e t  of w h o se  d o c t r in e  is  
th e  b e l i e f  in  the  im m o r t a l i t y  of the  so u l .  T he  q u e s t io n  th e n  i s ,  w h ich  
of t h e s e  m a s t e r s  i s  m o s t  l ik e ly  to  have  had  a g r e a t e r  im p a c t  on L a  
F o n ta in e 's  th in k in g  on im m o r ta l i ty ?  H e r e ,  o u r  only  guide s e e m s  to  
be the  te s t im o n y  p ro v id e d  p a r t ly  by th e  p e r s o n a l  a t t i tu d e  of the  p o e t  
h im s e l f  and  p a r t l y  by  h i s  w r i t i n g s .  We have  a l r e a d y  n o te d  f r o m  h is  
P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  p h i lo so p h y  h is  p a r t in g  of w ays  w ith  th e  a th e i s t i c  e p i ­
c u r e a n s  and  h is  op ting  f o r  what one m ig h t  c a l l  th e  " é p i c u r i s m e b la n c h i "  
o r  the  p ru d e n t  e p ic u r e a n i s m  of G a s s e n d i .  T h is  i s  a l r e a d y  a n  i m p o r ­
ta n t  in d ic a t io n ,  f o r  no th ing  s tops  th e  c r i t i c  f r o m  se e in g  in  th i s  pyU- 
d en t apprca  ch to  l ife  the  so u rc e  of the  p o e t 's  d e c is io n  to  re n o u n c e  h is  
C o n te s , c o n fe s s  h i s  s in s ,  and  r e c e iv e  the  v ia t ic u m ,  w hen  he  w as  * .
s e r i o u s l y  s ic k  in  1693. It w as  th is  p ru d e n c e ,  t r a n s l a t e d  in  the  d e s i r e  
to  r e g a in  h is  h e a l th  o r ,  fa i l in g  th a t ,  to  ga in  e t e r n a l  s a lv a t io n ,  ^that i n ­
d u c e d  h im  to  r e c e iv e  the  l a s t  s a c r a m e n t s  of the  C h u rc h .  F o r  i t  w as  , 
an d  s t i l l  i s ,  a n  im p o r ta n t  a r t i c l e  of the  C a th o lic  d ogm a th a t  th e  v i a t i ­
c u m , w hen  w o r th i ly  r e c e iv e d ,  h a s  the  p o w er  not only  to  r e m o v e  a l l  
k in d s  of s in  and  e n s u r e  s a lv a t io n ,  bu t a lso  to  r e s t o r e  good h e a l th  to  
th e  s ic k ,  if  God w il ls  i t .  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  w e l l  a w a re  of th i s  p o s s ib le  
though  doubtfu l e s c a p e  ro u te ,  hav ing  l e a r n t  of the  d o c t r in e  of s a lv a t io n  
a t  th e  O r a to r y ,  an d  m a y  have  w ish ed  to  exp lo it  i t .  If  no t ,  w hat e l s e  
cou ld  h av e  in d u ced  a  p e r s o n  like  o u r  p oe t to  take  th e  pan ic  m e a s u r e s  
th a t  he  to o k ?  K now ing  h im  a s  we do, i t  is  p o s s ib le  th a t  he  m a y  have  
b e e n  p ro m p te d  to  ta k e  th o s e  s te p s  m o r e  by  th e  d e s i r e  to  t r y  th is  p o s s i ­
b i l i ty  of c l in g in g  to  the  only l ife  he knew  and  c h e r i s h e d ,  n a m e ly ,  h i s  
e a r t h l y  l i f e ,  th a n  by  c o n s id e ra t io n s  of im m o r ta l i ty .  P e r h a p s ,  he  w as  
g u ided  by  s in c e r e  r e p e n ta n c e ,  p ious  s e n t im e n ts ,  an d  th e  hope  of i m m o r ­
t a l i t y .  O ne c an  n e v e r  be  s u r e .  B u t it  i s  ev id en t  f r o m  h is  w r i t in g s  
th a t  of a l l  th e  m o d e r a t e  e p ic u r e a n  p o e ts  of th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  
o n ly  he  s e e m s  to  have  c o n s id e re d  the  id e a  of life  a f t e r  d e a th  p o s s ib le .  
H e c o m p o se d  ed ify ing  p o e m s  in w hich  he m a k e s  a n  e f fo r t  to  c o n fo rm  to 
th e  d o c t r in e s  of the  C h u rch  on th is  s u b je c t .  T h u s ,  the  p o e m , F é r o n d e  
ou le  P u rg a to i re  is  in  h a rm o n y  w ith  the  p r in c ip le s  of C a th o lic  th eo lo g y  
on i m m o r t a l i t y .
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P u is  i l  demande^ aux  gens  co m m e  on le s  n o m m e .
Ce q u ’i l s  font la ,  d 'o u  v ien t  que dans  ce l ie u  
L 'o n  le r e t ie n t ;  e t q u ' a - t - i l  fa i t  à D ieu?
L 'u n  d 'e u x  lu i  d i t :  " C o n s o le - to i ,  F e ro n d e ;
T u  te  v e r r a s  c i to y en  du h au t  m onde
D an s  m i l l e  a n s  d 'h u i ,  c o m p le ts  e t b ien  comptes;
A u p a ra v a n t  il  fau t d 'a u c u n s  p é ch é s  
T e  n e t to y e r  en  ce s a in t  p u rg a to i r e ;
T o n  â m e  un  jo u r  p lu s  b lan ch e  que l ' i v o i r e  
E n  s o r t i r a " .  L 'a n g e  c o n s o la te u r  
D onne, a  c e s  m o ts ,  au  p a u v re  r e c e v e u r  
H uit  ou d ix  coups  de f o r te  d is c ip l in e .
E n  lu i  d i s a n t ,  " C 'e s t  ton  .h u m e u r  m u t in e .
E t  t r o p  j a lo u s e ,  e t d é p la i s a n t  à  D ieu , ^
Q ui te  r e t i e n t  p o u r  m i l l e  a n s  en  ce l ie u .
C o n s id e r in g  th e  f a c t  th a t  th is  p iece  a p p e a re d  w ith  th e  C o n te s , c o n s i ­
d e r in g  i t s  b a n te r in g ,  to n e ,  and  the  d a te  of i t s  c o m p o s i t io n ,  w h ich  w as  
b e fo re  th e  p o e t 's  e m e r g e n c y  c o n v e r s io n ,  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  is  g r e a t  th a t  
he  w as  m e r e l y  r id ic u l in g  the  d o c tr in e  of p u r g â o r y . B u t ev en  Mien, 
in  th e  m o s t  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  of h is  w r i t in g s ,  n a m e ly ,  the  D is c o u r s  à  M m e ,  
de L a  S a b l i e r e , he  g iv e s  u s  so m e  r e a s o n  to b e l ie v e  th a t  he h a d  fa i th  
in  im m o r ta l i t y ,  f o r ,  l ike  G a ss e n d i ,  he  endow s m a n  w ith  two k in d s  of 
sou l: one* c o r p o r e a l ,  p e r i s h a b le  and  s h a r e d  in  c o m m o n  w ith  o th e r  a n i ­
m a l s ;  th e  o th e r  s p i r i tu a l ,  im m a t e r i a l  an d  p e c u l i a r  to  m a n .  We s h a l l  
c o m e  b a c k  to  th i s  d i s c o u r s e  l a t e r  on . M eanw hile  one can  on ly  im a g in e  
th a t ,  a s  a n  in te l le c tu a l ,  L a  F o n ta in e  m u s t  have  know n c l e a r l y  th a t  i m ­
m a t e r i a l i t y  im p l i e s  im m o r ta l i ty .  W h a te v e r  c an  b e  s a id  f o r  o r  g a i n s t  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  a t t i tu d e  to  the  d o c t r in e  of im m o r ta l i ty ,  i t  is  d if f icu l t  to  
d e n y  the  f a c t  th a t  h is  m in d  w as  c o n s ta n t ly  h a u n ted  b y  th e  g lo o m y  u n c e r ­
t a in ty  of e t e r n i t y .  T h is  i s  b o rn e  out by  the  anx ious  to n e  of a  l e t t e r  
w h ich  he  w ro te  to h is  l i f e - lo n g  f r i e n d ,  M a u c ro ix ,  d a te d  10th F e b r u a r y ,  
I 6 9 5 , s h o r t ly  b e fo re  h is  d e a th .  T he  conclud ing  p a r t  of the  l e t t e r  r e a d s :
O m o n  c h e r '  m o u r i r  n ' e s t  r ie n ;  m a i s  s o n g e s - tu  que 
je  v a is  c o m p a r o î t r e  devan t D ieu?  T u  s a i s  c o m m e  j ' a i  
v é c u .  A v an t que tu  r e ç o iv e s  ce b i l l e t ,  l e s  p o r t e s  de 
l 'E t e r n i t é  s e r o n t  p e u t - ê t r e  o u v e r te s  p o u r  m o i .
T h e  im p l ic a t io n  of th is  l e t t e r  is  s e l f -e v id e n t .  T h is  i s  no lo n g e r  a
q u es t io n  of b e in g  i r o n i c a l  o r  u s in g  co n ven tiona l lan g u ag e ;  th e  p o e t  i s
h e r e  w r i t in g  f r o m  the  v e r y  b o tto m  of h is  h e a r t  in  an  a t t e m p t  to  p o u r
L a Fontaine ,  Op. C i t . , p. 264 .
, 168 .  I b i d . ,  p . 63.  ‘
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out h i s  i n n e r m o s t  d isq u ie tu d e  to  h is  t r u s t e d  f r i e n d .  I t  i s  obv ious
f r o m  the  tone  of th is  l e t t e r  th a t  the  poet w as  o b s e s s e d  w ith  th e
th o ugh t of im m o r ta l i t y ,  and w an ted  so m e  c o n so la t io n  an d  r e a s s u r i n g
w o rd s  f r o m  h is  e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  f r i e n d .  T he  l a t t e r  knew  i t ,  an d  d id  no t
f a i l  to  e x p e d i te ,  fo u r  days  l a t e r ,  the  m u c h  n e e d e d  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  and
c o n s o la t io n .  In  h i s  r e p ly ,  d a ted  14th F e b r u a r y ,  M a u c ro ix  w ro te :
M on c h e r  a m i ,  la  d o u le u r  que ta  d e r n i e r e  l e t t r e  m e  
c a u s e  e s t  t e l l e  que tu  te  l a  do is  im a g in e r .  M a is  en  
m ê m e  t e m p ^ ,  je  te  d i r a i  que j ' a i  b ie n  de la  c o n s o la ­
t io n  d e s  d is p o s i t io n s  c h r é t ie n n e s  où je  te  v o i s .  Mon 
t r è s  c h e r ,  l e s  p lus  j u s t e s  ont .b e so in  de la  m i s é r i c o r d e  
de D ie u .  P r e n d s - y  donc une e n t i e r s  c o n f ian ce ,  e t  
s o u v ie n s - to i  q u ' i l  s 'a lpe lle  le  P e r e  des  m i s é r i c o r d e s  e t  
le  D ieu  de tou te  c o n so la t io n .  In v o q u e - le  de to u t  ton
co eu r .  Q u 'e s t - c e  qu 'une  v e r i t a b le  c o n t r i t io n  ne peu t
o b te n i r  de c e t te  bonté  in f in ie?  Si D ieu  te  f a i t  l a  g râ c e  
de te  r e n v o y e r  la  s an té ,  j ' e s p e r e  que tu  v ie n d r a s  
p a s s e r  av ec  m o i  l e s  r e s t e s  de ta  v ie ,  e t  que souven t 
n o u s  p a r l e r o n s  e n se m b le  d e s  m i s é r i c o r d e s  de D ieu .
T w o m o n th s  l a t e r .  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  d ead .
H is  c y n ic a l  and  lu c id  in te l l ig e n c e  a b h o r r e d  u n c e r t a in t i e s  a s  
m u c h  a s  i t  h a te d  v a in  s p e c u la t io n s .  He d re a d e d  b e ing  d e c e iv e d  e i t h e r  
by  the  th e o lo g ia n s  and  p h i lo s o p h e rs  o r  by th e  m e ta p h y s ic ia n s  and  
a t h e i s t s .  In  r e a c t io n  to  a l l  th e s e ,  he  k ep t  an  open  and  f lex ib le  m in d ,  
t r u s t i n g  on ly  in  the  g o odness  of N a tu re  and the  goodw ill  of th e  s u p r e m e  
In te l l ig e n c e  th a t  gu ides  h e r ,  h e n ce  h is  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  a t t i tu d e .  T h e  
l a t t e r  i s  b a s e d  upon  a th r e e - d im e n s i o n a l  a p p ro a c h  to  e x is t e n c e ,  c o m - ,  
b in in g  th e  l ig h th e a r t e d n e s s  of G a sse n d i ,  the  s t e r n n e s s  of L u c r e t i u s  
a n d  the  r e s ig n a t io n  of S en eca .
I 6 9 . M a u c ro ix ,  F r a n ç o i s  de, Œ u v r e s  d i v e r s e s ,  R e im s ,  1854, t . I I .  
pp. 2 1 4 - 2 1 5 .
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3* T h e  P o e t  a s  P h i lo s o p h e r  : D i s c o u r s  a  M m e , de L a  S a b l ie r e
L a  F o n ta in e 's  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  fa i th ,  which we d i s c u s s e d  in  
th e  l a s t  '6^ , i s  b a s e d  on th r e e  m a in  p ro p o s i t io n s ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t
th e  n a t u r a l  u n iv e r s e  i s  h a rm o n io u s ly  o rd e re d ;  th a t  i t  i s  p r e s id e d  o v e r  
b y  a  w ise  an d  in fa l l ib le  P r o v d e n c e ;  th a t  the  l a t t e r  is  f a i r  and  ju s t  to  
a l l  c r e a t u r e s  an d  h a s  put e v e ry th in g ,  inc lud ing  th e  lo w e r  a n im a ls  an d  
ev en  p la n ts ,  in  i t s  r ig h t  p lace  in  the  w o r ld .  T h is  c o n cep t  of a  w e l l -  
o r g a n iz e d  c o s m o s  w a s ,  h o w e v er ,  d e s t in e d  to  be r u d e ly  and  im p l ic i t ly ,  
if  no t  e x p l ic i t ly ,  c h a l len g e d  by  y e t  a n o th e r  a s p e c t  of the  c o n t r o v e r s y  
b e tw e e n  D e s c a r t e s  and  G a sse n d i .  T h is  t im e ,  the  q u a r r e l  i s  no t e x a c ­
t l y  ab o u t r e a s o n  and  the  s e n s e s  in  m a n  a lo n e ,  bu t o v e r  th e  i s s u e  of 
a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e  o r  a n im a l  so u l .  D e s c a r t e s  w as  le d  b y  a  long  
t r a i n  of a r g u m e n t  to  p o s tu la te  th a t  a n im a ls  w e re  m a c h in e s ,  devo id  of 
so u l  and  in te l l ig e n c e  (Cf. C h a p te r  V , pp. 347-4^). H is  in te l le c tu a l  r i v a l ,  
G a s s e n d i ,  c h a l le n g e d  th is  th e o ry .  T he  q u a r r e l  b e tw ee n  the  two m e n ,  
w h ich  co n t in u e d  a m o n g  t h e i r  d i s c ip le s  long a f t e r  bo th  of th e m  w e r e  
d e ad ,  p o s e d  a m o r a l  and p h i lo so p h ic a l  p ro b le m  to  L a  F o n ta in e 's  new  
P r o v i d e n t i a l i s m .  W as the  poet to  a s s e r t  th a t  the  lo w e r  a n im a ls  a r e  
endow ed  w ith  th e  s a m e  f a c u l t ie s  a s  m e n  o r  w as  h e  to  a c c e p t  th e  p o s ­
tu la te  th a t  th e y  a r e  m e r e  a u to m a ta ?  If he a c c e p te d  the  f o r m e r ,  how  
w a s  h e  to  p ro v e  i t ?  If the  l a t t e r ,  how w ould  h e  r e c o n c i le  i t  w ith  
h i s  own c h e r i s h e d  id e a  th a t  P r o v id e n c e  is  f a i r  a n d  ju s t  to  a l l  c r e a ­
t u r e s ?  Is  i t  p o s s ib le  th a t  such  a  P r o v id e n c e  d en ied  in te l l ig e n c e  of 
so m e  k in d  to  so m e  of h is  c r e a t u r e s ,  w hich  a r e  e x p e c te d  to  l iv e  an d  
s u rv iv e  in  a  u n iv e r s e  in h ab ited  b y  ra t io n a l  b e in g s ?  T h i s  p r o b le m  w a s  
to  p ro v id e  th e  s u r e s t  t e s t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  in te l le c tu a l  m a t u r i t y .  We 
s h a l l  e x a m in e  l a t e r  in th is  c h a p te r  h is  a t t i tu d e  to  th e  p r o b le m ,  a s  r e ­
p r e s e n t e d  in  h is  D is c o u r s  à M m e , de L a  S a b l i e r e . M ean w h ile ,  i t  
is  p e r t in e n t  to  s u rv e y  b r ie f ly  the  evo lu tion  of the  in te l l e c tu a l  c o n tex t  
in  w h ich  he  r e a c te d ,  i f  only to  show the  b a s i s  upon w hich  the  v a r io u s  
g ro u p s  based t h e i r  a r g u m e n ts .
T he  p ro b le m  of a n im a l  sou l, w hich had  a g r e a t  im p a c t  on 
s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  though t,  h a s  a  v e r y  long h i s t o r y  d a tin g  b a c k  to  
G r e e k  an d  R o m a n  an tiq u ity .  P la to  (427? - 347 B . C . )  b e l ie v e s  in  the  
e x is t e n c e  of a  s in g le  w o r ld - s o u l  th a t  a n im a te s  the  u n iv e r s e .  H e 
th in k s  of i t  a s  c o n s is t in g  of th r e e  com p o n en ts  : r e a s o n ,  s p i r i t  an d  d e -
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s i r e .  R e a s o n  i s  the  defin ing  p r o p e r ty  of an  i m m a te r i a l  s u b s ta n c e  w h ich
s u r v iv e s  b o d i ly  d e a th ,  w hile  s p i r i t  and  d e s i r e  die w ith  th e  body . In
the  co g n it iv e  s p h e r e ,  he c o n s id e r s  s e n s a t io n  and  im a g in a t io n  a s  i n f e r i o r
17 0to  r e a s o n  an d  in t im a te ly  co n n ec ted  w ith  the  p e r i s h a b le  body.
/  IA r i s t o t l e  (384 - 322 . B . C . )  a p p ro a c h e s  the  m a t t e r  f r o m  a  b io lo g ic a l  
r a t h e r  th a n  an  e p is t e m o lo g ic a l  s tan d p o in t.  R e a so n ,  s p i r i t  and  d e s i r e  
r e p r e s e n t  ^different le v e l s  of be ing  a l iv e .  To  be a l iv e  i s  to p o s s e s s  a 
s e l f - o r ig in a t in g  te n d e n c y  to w a rd s  an  end . T h is  cond ition  i s  r e p r e s e n ­
te d  a t  th e  lo w e s t  le v e l  of b e ing  in  n u t r i t io n  an d  re p ro d u c t io n .  T h u s  
p la n ts ,  w h ich  a r e  endow ed w ith  the  po w er of n u t r i t io n  and  r e p r o d u c ­
tio n  on ly  h a v e  a lo w -g r a d e  sou l.  A n im a ls  add  to  th e s e  two f a c u l t i e s  
th o s e  of s e n s a t io n ,  lo co m o tio n  and d e s i r e ;  w hile  m e n  p o s s e s s ,  in  a d ­
d i t io n  to  a l l  t h e s e ,  the  fa c u l ty  of r e a s o n  o r  in te l l e c t  by  m e a n s  of 
w h ich  d e s i r e  i s  r e g u la te d .  T h e  lo w e r  le v e l  of sou l i s  a p r e r e q u i s i t e  
fo r  th e  h ig h e r ;  an d  the  p o s s e s s io n  of a  h ig h e r - g r a d e  sou l ch an g es  th e  
m a n n e r  in  w h ich  the  lo w e r  one fu n c t io n s .  T h u s  m en , b e ing  r a t io n a l ,
in a d d i t io n  to  p o s s e s s in g  a l l  th e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  p e rc e iv e  and
171a c t  in  a  w ay  d i f f é r e n t  f r o m  th a t  of th e  a n im a l s .  F r o m  th is  e x p la ­
n a tio n ,  A r i s t o t l e  d ed u ces  th r e e  le v e l s  of sou l ; the  v e g e ta t iv e ,  the  s e n -
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s i t iv e  an d  th e  r a t io n a l  sou l.  T h is  d o c t r in e  w as l a t e r  ch a l len g e d  by
L u c r e t i u s ,  who a t ta c k s  th e  s u p e r n a tu r a l  c h a r a c t e r  c r e d i t e d  to  the  h u ­
m a n  so u l  by  th e  l a t e r  i n t e r p r e t e r s  of A r i s to t l e .  F o r  L u c r e t iu s ,  the
h u m a n  so u l  i s  b a s ic a l ly  the  sam e  and  a s  m o r t a l  a s  th a t  of the  lo w e r
. , 173a n im a ls .
In  the  M iddle  A g e s ,  a d i s to r t e d  f o r m  of a r i s t o t e l i a n i s m  r e ­
a p p e a r e d ,  m ix e d  w ith  a n im is m ,  m a g ic  and  o th e r  i r r a t i o n a l  e l e m e n t s .
By the  s ix te e n th  c e n tu ry ,  a  new fo r m  of n a tu r a l i s m  w hich  te n d e d  to  
in c lu d e  m a n  e n t i r e ly  w ith in  the  a n im a l  s p e c ie s  ev o lved . M an, i t  w as  
thought, b e lo n g s  e n t i r e ly  to the  a n im a l  w o r ld .  He is  no t a  s u p e r io r  
b e in g  d e s t in e d  f o r  e te r n i ty ,  but m e r e l y  d i f f e r s  f r o m  the  o th e r  a n im a ls
170. P la to ,  T h e  R epub lic ;  quo ted  in R . D e m o s ,  T he P h i lo so p h y  of
P la to ,  New Y ork , 1939, p . 92.
171. A r i s t o t l e ,  De A n im a , ( t r a n s la te d  by  R. D. H ic k s ,  C a m b r id g e ) ,
1907, pp. 49 - 61. ^
172. P h i l ip p e ,  M .D .  In i t ia t io n  à  la  ph ilo soph ie  d 'A r i s to te ,  P a r i s ,
 ^ 1956, pp. 49 - 61.
173. L u c r e c e ,  C . T . ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 101 - 102.
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in  the  s a m e  w ay  th a t  one s p e c ie s  d iffers  f r o m  the  o th e r .  E a c h  
s p e c ie s  i s  d is t in g u is h e d  by  som e sp ec if ic  fa c u l ty .  T h u s  m a n 's  u s e  
of r e a s o n  and  sp e e c h  is  c o u n te rb a la n c e d  by the p e r f e c t io n  of th e  i n ­
s t in c t  an d  s e n s i t iv i ty  in the  lo w e r  s p e c ie s .  T h is  d o c t r in e  is  u s u a l ly  
a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  M on ta ig n e .  R e je c t in g  the  d is t in c t io n s  m a d e  b y  A r i s -  
tb t le ,  M o n ta ig n e  goes  to the  e x t r e m e  of equ a tin g  h u m a n  r e a s o n  w ith  
o r  e v en  r e d u c in g  i t  be low , the  le v e l  of a n im a l  in s t in c t  :
A u  r e s t e ,  que lle  so r te  de n o s t r e  s u f f is a n ce  ne 
r e c o n n o i s s o n s  nous aux o p e ra t io n s  d e s  a n im a u x ?
E s t - i l  p o l ic e  r é g lé e  av ec  p lu s  d 'o r d r e ,  d iv e r s i f i é e  
a  p lu s  de c h a r g e s  et d 'o f f ic e s ,  e t p lu s  c o n s ta m m e n t  
e n t r e t e n u e  que celles des  m o u c h e s  à  m ie l?  C ette  
d i s p o s i t io n  d 'a c t io n  et de v o c a t io n  s i  o rd o n n é e ,  le  
pouvons nous im a g in e r  se  co n d u ire  s a n s  d i s c o u r s  et 
s a n s  P r o v id e n c e  ?
M on ta ig n e  e q u a te s  a n im a l  sou l w ith  in s t in c t  and  h u m a n  so u l  w ith  i n ­
te l l ig e n c e ,  an d  c o n c lu d es  th a t  the  b e a s t s  c a n  do m o r e  and  b e t t e r  w ith  
in s t in c t  th a n  m e n  can  do w ith  r e a s o n ,  judg ing  f r o m  the  in c id e n c e  of 
h u m a n  fo l ly  an d  in c o n s i s te n c y .  T h i s  in fe re n c e  le a d s  n a tu r a l ly  to  one 
c o n c lu s io n ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  m a n  w ould  do b e t t e r  to  t r u s t  h is  a n im a l  i n ­
s t in c t s  th a n  h i s  r e a s o n .  It can  th u s  be  s e e n  th a t  b e fo re  D e s c a r t e s ,  
a t t e m p ts  to  f in d  an  a n sw e r  to the  p ro b le m  of a n im a l  so u l  o r  i n t e l l i ­
g ence  fo l lo w ed  th r e e  m a in  c u r r e n t s  of thought : the  p la to n is t  t h e o r y  of a  
s in g le  p a n th e i s t i c  w o r ld - s o u l  ( a n im a -m u n d i) ,  p e r m e a t in g  a l l  f o r m s  of 
l i f e ,  an d  fo r m in g  the  v e r y  e s s e n c e  of a l l  l iv ing  th in g s ,  the  a r i s t o t e -  
l i a n  d o c t r in e  of t h r e e  f o r m s  of sou l,  n a m e ly ,  the  v e ^ t a t i v e , the  s e n ­
s i t iv e  an d  the  r a t i o n a l  sou l, and  f in a l ly  the  r a d ic a l  n a t u r a l i s m  of
175
M on ta ig n e  w h ich  saw  . l i t t l e  o r  no d i f fe re n c e  b e tw ee n  m a n  an d  a n i m a l s .
T h e  p u b l ic a t io n  of D e s c a r t e s '  D is c o u r s  de la  M éthode  in  1637 
in te n s i f ie d  the  d eb a te  in the  sev e n te en th  c e n tu ry ,  w ith  G a s s e n d i  and  
h i s  d i s c i p l e s  p ro v id in g  the m a in  o p p o s it io n  to  the  new  c a r t e s i a n i s m .  
I m p r e s s e d  b y  the  r e g u la r i t y  and  p e r fe c t io n  of a n im a l  b e h a v io u r ,  w h ich  
M o n ta igne  a l s o  a d m i r e s ,  D e s c a r t e s  v is u a l iz e d  th is  a s  p a r t  of a  c o h e r e n t  
m e c h a n i s t i c  p a t t e r n ,  w hose v e r y  c o n s i s t e n c y  and  p e r f e c t io n  a r e  p ro o fs
174. M o n ta ig n e ,  Op, G i t , ,  p. 432L. . '' '
175. R o s e n f ie ld ,  L . C . ,  F r o m  B e a s t -M a c h in e  to  M a n -M a c h in e ,  N ew  Y o rk ,
1 9 4 1 , pp . 1 - 1 0 .
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of i t s  m e c h a n ic a l  c h a r a c t e r .  T h e  p r in c ip le  of the  new  th e o r y  i s  th a t  
m a n  p o s s e s s e s  a  so u l  a s s ig n e d  to  h is  body  to d i r e c t  i t .  A n im a ls ,  on 
the  o th e r  han d , a r e  m e r e  m a c h i n e s ,  D e s c a r t e s  a d v a n c e s  t h r e e  r e a ­
so n s  in  su p p o r t  of h is  th e o ry .  A n im a ls  do not p o s s e s s  an  a r t i c u l a t e  
la n g u ag e  in  w h ich  to e x p r e s s  th e m s e lv e s  a s  c l e a r ly  a s  m e n  do. W hile  
the  b e a s t s  m ig h t  do c e r t a in  th in g s  a  s.%. we 11 a s  o r  ev en  b e t t e r  th a n  m e n ,  
th e y  f a i l  in  o t h e r s ,  th u s  su g g es t in g  th a t  th e y  a c t  no t f r o m  k now ledge  
b u t  on ly  f r o m  the  d is p o s i t io n  of t h e i r  o r g a n s .  F o r ,  w h ile  r e a s o n  i s  a 
u n i v e r s a l  to o l  th a t  m a y  s e r v e  in  a l l  k in d s  of c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  th e s e  o r ­
gans  n e e d  a s p e c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t  f o r  e ac h  s p e c ia l iz e d  a c t io n .  It i s  
t h e r e f o r e  m o r a l l y  im p o s s ib le  th a t  an  au to m a to n  shou ld  c o n ta in  so  m a n y  
v a r i e d  a r r a n g e m e n t s  a s  to a c t  in  a l l  the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of l i fe  in  th e  
s a m e  w ay  r e a s o n  e n a b le s  m e n  to  a c t .  I t  i s  a  v e r y  r e m a r k a b le  th in g ,  
a r g u e s  D e s c a r t e s ,  th a t  t h e r e  a r e  no m e n  so du ll and  so  s tu p id ,  n o t
ev en  lu n a t i c s ,  th a t  th e y  canno t a r r a n g e  v a r io u s  w o rd s  a n d  f o r m  a  s e n -
■
te n c e  to  m a k e  th e m s e lv e s  u n d e rs to o d .  No o th e r  a n im a l ,  h o w e v e r  p e r ­
fe c t  o r  w e l l - b r e d ,  c an  do the  l ik e .  T h is  f a i lu re  to  do so  d o es  no t 
co m e  f r o m  t h e i r  la ck in g  the  o r g a n s ,  f o r  m a g p ie s  an d  p a r r o t s  c a n  u t t e r  
w o rd s  l ik e  m e n ,  an d  ye t th e y  can n o t t a lk  l ik e  th e m ,  th a t  i s ,  w ith  a n y  
s ig n  of a w a r e n e s s  of t h e i r  own e f fo r t .  B ut even  th e  d e a f  an d  dum b 
am o n g  m e n  u s u a l ly  inven t w ays  of m a k in g  t h e i r  th o u g h ts  u n d e r s to o d  
by  th o s e  a ro u n d  th e m .  It fo llo w s , t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  w ha t th e  b e a s t s  
do b e t t e r  th a n  m e n  is  no p ro o f  th a t  a n im a ls  have  in te l l ig e n c e ,  f o r  in  
th a t  c a s e ,  th e y  w ould have  a  b e t t e r  one th a n  any  m a n ,  an d  w ould  e x ­
c e l  m e n  a l l  ro u n d .  J u s t  a s  a c lock , c o m p o se d  m e r e l y  of w h e e ls  and  
s p r in g s ,  c a n  re c k o n  th e  h o u rs  an d  m e a s u r e  t im e  m o r e  a c c u r a t e l y  th a n
m e n ,  so  th e  d is p o s i t io n  of the  a n im a l  o rg a n s  e n a b le s  th e m  to  a c t  p e r -
176fe c t ly  w e l l  in  sp ec if ic  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  In  c o n c lu s io n ,  D e s c a r t e s
a s s e r t s  th a t  a f t e r  the  e r r o r  of denying  God, th e r e  i s  none  m o r e  l ik e ly  
to  t u r n  w e ak  m in d s  f r o m  the s t r a ig h t  w ay  of v i r tu e  th a n  th e  s u p p o s i ­
t io n  th a t  th e  so u ls  of b r u te s  m u s t  be of the  s a m e  n a tu r e  a s  th a t  of 
m e n ,  th u s  su g g e s t in g  th a t ,  a f t e r  th is  l i f e ,  m e n  h a v e  no m o r e  to  hope 
f o r  o r  f e a r  th an  f l i e s  and  an ts  :
176 .  D e s c a r t e s ,  R . ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 43 -  45 .
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Apre^s l ' e r r e u r  de ceux  qui n ien t  D ieu, i l  n 'y  a  po in t 
qu i é lo ig n e  p lu tô t l e s  e s p r i t s  fa ib le s  du c h e m in  de la  
v e r t u  que d ' im a g in e r  que l ' â m e  des  b ê te s  so i t  de m ê m e  
n a tu re ,  que la ^ n ô t r e ,  e t que p a r  co n se q u e n t ,  nous 
n 'a v o n s  r i e n  a c r a in d r e  n i a e s p e r e r  a p r è s  c e t te  v ie ,  
non  p lu s  que le s  m o u c h e s  e t le s  f o u r m is .
D e s c a r t e s ' co n c lu s io n  to  the  e ffec t  th a t  a n im a l s  a r e  a u to m a ta  
is  a  lo g ic a l  d e v e lo p m en t  of h is  a rg u m e n t  on r e a s o n .  It  w il l  be  r e ­
c a l l e d  th a t ,  f o r  h im ,  only  s e l f - c o n s c io u s  and  p e rc e p t iv e  b e in g s ,  su ch  
a s  m a n ,  c an  be s a id  to p o s s e s s  a  so u l  and  to be  cap a b le  of s e n s a t io n ,  
f e e l in g  an d  in tu i t io n .  D e s c a r t e s '  d e m o n s t r a t io n  of th e  v a lu e  of 
m e th o d ic a l  rjgcasoning, a s  u se d  b y  the  g e o m e te r s ,  in  so lv ing  h u m a n  
p fR c t ic a l  an d  in te l le c tu a l  p r o b le m s ,  no t only  g iv es  a n  e n o rm o u s  b o o s t  
to  m a n 's  in t e l l e c tu a l  and  m o r a l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  b u t  a l s o  r e m o v e s  the  f a c u l ­
ty  of c o n s c io u s n e s s  and  fee l in g  f r o m  the  r e s t  of n a t u r e .  Sincjs a n im a l s  
a r e  in c a p a b le  of in tu i t io n  a long  th e  l in e s  ou tl in ed  b y  the  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  
w h a t  e l s e  c an  th e y  be ex cep t  u n c o n sc io u s  m e c h a n ic a l  e n t i t i e s  c o n s i s t in g  
p u r e ly  of m a t t e r ?  T h e  sou l, a r g u e s  D e s c a r t e s ,  i s  an  e n t i r e ly  s p i r i ­
tu a l  b e in g  w h o se  w hole  nature* car e s s e n c e  is  : to  th ink , to  be c o n s c io u s .  
T h e  id e a  of p u r e  m a t t e r  does  no t and  canno t in c lude  c o n s c io u s n e s s  o r  
fe e l in g .  B ody  i s  n e i th e r  l e s s  n o r  m o r e  th a n  e x te n s io n  an d  the  l a t t e r  
c a n  on ly  be  th e  o b jec t  not the  s u b je c t  of though t.  M an k now s, f e e l s ,  
a n d  i s  p e r f e c t l y  a w a r e  th a t  he  h a s  a  body  to  w hich  h e  is  u n i te d ,  an d  
th a t  w ith  i t  h e  f o r m s  a r e a l  and  in t im a te  un ity .  M an  i s  ab le  to  know  
a l l  th e s e  f a c t s  b e c a u s e  he p o s s e s s e s  a  sou l w hich  i s  r a t io n a l  a n d  s p i r i ­
tu a l .  I t  i s  on ly  th i s  un ity  of body and  sou l th a t  e x p la in s  the  e x i s t e n c e
in  th e  l a t t e r  i t s e l f  of the  id e a s  of the  s e n s e s  : f e e l in g  of b o d i ly  p l e a ­
s u r e s  an d  p a in  and  of the  p a s s io n s .  It is  t h i s  u n ity  too  w h ich  e x p la in s  
th a t  o u r  b o d i ly  f a c u l t ie s  of im a g in a t io n  and s e n s e  a r e  s t i l l ,  so m eh o w , 
p e r m e a t e d  w ith  though t,  and  a r e  ab le  to  p e rc e iv e  an d  g r a s p ,  though  
s o m e t im e s  im p e r f e c t ly ,  th ings  th a t  a r e  o b je c ts  of p u re  u n d e rs ta n d in g ,  
such  a s  s p a c e  and  g e o m e t r ic a l  f o r m s ,  thus  enab ling  u s  to  g ive v a lu e  
to  c o m m o n  e x p e r i e n c e s  and to d e v ise  sc ie n t i f ic  e x p e r im e n t .  G iven  
th e s e  a t t r i b u t e s  of the  sou l, a r g u e s  D e s c a r t e s ,  it  w ould  be  a b s u r d  to  
im a g in e  th a t  the  a n im a ls ,  w hich  have  shown by  th e i r  la c k  of th e  p o w e r
177. D e s c a r t e s ,  R . , Op. C i t . , p . M-5.
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of in tu i t io n ,  th a t  th ey  do not p o s s e s s  an y  soul, a r e  c a p a b le  of fe e l in g ,  
of c o n s c io u s n e s s  and  o th e r  o p e ra t io n s  in c u m b e n t  upon the  e x is t e n c e  of 
the  so u l .
T h e  d e l ic a te  im p l ic a t io n  of the  d o c t r in e  of a u to m a t i s m ,  namrc- 
ly ,  the  p o s s ib le  in fe re n c e  f r o m  a n im a l - to  h u m a n - m a c h in e s  i s  n o te d  by  
no l e s s  a  p e r s o n  th a n  the  fam o u s  h i s to r i a n  of c a r t e s i a n s i m ,  n a m e ly ,  
B o u i l l i e r ,  If b e tw ee n  m a n - m a d e  m a c h in e s  and  c r e a t u r e s  of God, a r ­
gues  B o u i l l i e r ,  t h e r e  i s  bu t a  d i f f e r e n c e  of d e g re e  of c o m p le x i ty  of 
the  m a c h i n e s ,  an d  if  the  m a c h in e  im p l ie s  a  te c h n ic ia n  w h o se  p o w e r  
and  in te l l ig e n c e  a r e  c o m m e n s u r a te  w ith  eac h  o th e r ,  t h e r e  i s  no n e e d  
to  in f e r  f r o m  a n im a l - a n d  h u m a n - m a c h in e s  the  e x is te n c e  of a  b e in g  of 
in f in i te  p o w e r  and  in te l l ig e n c e ,  f o r  ju s t  a s  h u m an  p o w e r  an d  in g e n u i ty  
su ff ice  to  e x p la in  the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  of m a n - m a d e  m a c h in e s ,  j u s t  so  i s  
i t  p o s s ib le  to  im a g in e  the  p r e s e n c e  in  th e  w o r ld  of In te l l ig e n c ê s  o th e r  
th a n  G od, V iew ed  in  th is  w ay , c o n c lu d es  B o u i l l i e r ,  the  f a b r i c a t o r  of 
m a n  m a y  w e ll  t u r n  out to  be  m o r e  th an  h u m a n  b u t  l e s s  th a n  o m n ip o ­
te n t .  T h e  c a r t e s i a n  d o c tr in e  of a u to m a t i s m ,  s t r e t c h e d  to  i t s  lo g ic a l
178l i m i t s ,  w ould  l e a d  to  ju s t  th is  c o n c lu s io n .
In  sp i te  of th is  im p l ic a t io n ,  in  sp ite  of th e  d en ia l  of fe e l in g
an d  c o n s c io u s n e s s  to the  r e s t  of n a tu r e ,  the  c a r t e s i a n  d o c t r in e  w on
o v e r  a  l a r g e  n u m b e r  of a d h e r e n t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a m o n g  the  s c h o la s t i c s
who w e lc o m e d  th e  d is t in c t io n  w hich  i t  m a k e s  b e tw ee n  the  s p i r i tu a l  and
th e  p u r e ly  m a t e r i a l  n a tu re  of m a n .  D e s c a r t e s  h im s e l f  d o es  no t u se
th e  t e r m  " A n im a l -m a c h in e " ,  bu t i t  w as  soon to  b e  in  c o m m o n  u se
am o n g  b o th  h is  a d h e r e n ts  and  h is  op p o n en ts .  T h u s  M m e .  D e s h o u l i e r e s
r e f e r s  to  h e r  dog a s  " la  m a c h in e  a b o y an te " ;  and  N ico le  a l lu d e s  to  a n i -
 ^ 17 9 ^m a i s  a s  " c e s  m a c h in e s  a n im e e s " ;  w hile  F e n e lo n  s e e s  th e  m e c h a n i ­
c a l  p e r f e c t io n  of the  a n im a l  in s t in c t  a s  a  p ro o f  of G o d 's  in f in i te  w is d o m
' y
Q u 'y  a - t - i l  p lus b eau  q u 'une  m a c h in e  qui se  r e p a r e  
e t se  r e n o u v e l le  s an s  c e s s e  e l l e - m ê m e  I ^^0
R o h au l t  e x a m in e s  the  b e h av io u r  of a n im a ls  f r o m  th e  p h y s ic a l  po in t of 
v iew  an d  a f f i r m s  th a t  the  conduct of the  b ru te  b e a s t s  c an  be  s u f f ic ie n t ­
ly  e x p la in e d  m e c h a n ic a l ly ,  th a t  i s ,  w ithout any  in fe re n c e  to  so u l .  F o r
178. B o u i l l i e r ,  E s s a i  ph ilo soph ique  s u r  l 'â m e  d es  b ê te s ,  (2em e ed ition)
A m s te r d a m ,  1737, 1.1, p . 64.
179. Bu s s on. H . ,  e t Gohin, F , ,  D is c o u r s  à  M m e: de L a  S a b l ie r e ,
P a r i s ,  1938, p. 81.
180. F e n e lo n ,  T r a i t é  de l 'e x i s t e n c e  et des  a t t r ib u t s  de D ieu , P a r i s ,
pp. 38, 3 6 -3 8 .
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l i im , a.nima.ls a r e  in cap ab le  of e i t l ie r  fee l in g  o r  p e rc e p t io n ,  b u t a r e
endow ed  w ith  th e  p o w e r  of m o t io n .  It i s  true, th a t  th e  m e c h a n i s m  of
a n im a l  a u to m a t io n  is  c o m p lic a te d ,  b u t so  i s  th a t  of a c lo ck .  A s  th e
w ind ing  of a  c lo ck  m a k e s  i t  w o rk  so a l s o  the  food ta k e n  by  th e  a n i -
181m a i s  e n a b le s  t h e i r  b o d y -m a c h in e  to w o rk .  B o s s u e t ,  the  s h re w d  
P r o v i d e n t i a l i s t ,  v iew s  a n im a l  b e h a v io u r  a s  a m e c h a n ic a l  o p e ra t io n .  .
H e e m p h a s i z e s  the  g r e a t  d i f f e re n c e  be tw een  m a n  and  b e a s t ,  and  a c c u ­
s e s  M o n ta ig n e  of hav in g  c o m m it te d  a s e r io u s  e r r o r  of ju d g e m e n t  by  
e q u a t in g  a n im a ls  w ith  m e n .
T h e  c a r t e s i a n s  have  no thought of a n a ly s in g  w hat the  C h u rc h
p r e s c r i b e d  ab o u t  the  dua l n a tu r e  of m a n .  T h e y  s e e m  to  h a v e  b e e n
m o r e  c o n c e r n e d  w ith  p ro v in g  th a t  su ch  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  a r e  n e c e s s a r y ,
an d  w ith  ju s t i fy in g  th a t  v iew  of the  w o r ld  upon w hich  the  p r e s c r i p t i o n s
a r e  b a s e d .  T h is  i s  the  s o u rc e  of c a r t e s i a n  d u a l i s m .  D e s c a r t e s  and
*
h is  f o l lo w e r s  h a v e  to  find  ro o m  in  t h e i r  s y s te m  f o r  two e n t i r e ly  d i s ­
p a r a t e  w o r ld s .  T h e y  n e v e r  r e a l l y  give any  e x p lan a tio n  of th e  connec ­
t io n  of th e s e  tw o w o r ld s ,  ex cep t  to  a f f i r m  th a t  th e y  a r e  bo th  t h e r e ,  
an d  th a t  t h e i r  in t e r a c t io n  is  m y s t e r i o u s .  B ut it w as  not j u s t  th is  d o g ­
m a t i c  a t t i tu d e  and  the  p a ra d o x ,  im p l ie d  in  the  an a lo g y  of a n im a l -  
a u to m a t i s m ,  th a t  s p a r k e d  off G a s s e n d i ’s a t ta c k  on the> c a r t e s i a n  d o c ­
t r i n e .  He c h a l le n g e d  D e s c a r t e s  m a in ly  b e c a u s e  the.' l a t t e r ’s d e n ia l  of 
f e e l in g  and  s e n s a t io n  to  the  a n im a ls  c o n t r a d ic t s  h i s  a to m is t i c  v iew  of 
th e  u n iv e r s e  and  the  b a s i s  of h is  whole  ph ilo so p h y . (Cf. C h a p te r  V , 
P p . 287 288).
It i s  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  G a s s e n d i  and  h i s  f o l lo w e r s  
c h a l le n g e d  th e  new  d o c tr in e  in  sp ite  of i t s  w id e s p r e a d  p o p u la r i ty .  
A g a in s t  i t ,  th e y  oppose  the  e p ic u r e a n  th e o ry  of a to m s  c o m b in in g  w ith  
e a c h  o th e r  to  f o r m  s e n s i t iv e  b o d ie s  of v a r io u s  sh a p e s  an d  s i z e s .  F o r  
G a s s e n d i ,  t h e r e  is  a  m a t e r i a l  sou l c o m m o n ly  s h a r e d  by  the  v a r io u s  
s p e c ie s  in  n a tu r e  a c c o rd in g  to the  m a n n e r  in  w hich  the  a to m s  f o r m in g  
t h e s e . s p e c ie s  a r e  o r d e r e d .  T h is  f o r m  of sou l t a k e s  c h a rg e  of th e  
c o r p o r e a l  fu n c t io n s  of n u t r i t io n ,  g row th , re p ro d u c t io n ,  f e e l in g  an d
s e n s a t io n .  _______ '___________________ ___________________________________
181. R o h au l t ,  E n t r e t i e n s ,  P a r i s ,  1671, pp. 152-161 . In  the  s e v e n te e n th
c e n tu r y  the  c lock  w as  a  sy m b o l of an  e x t r e m e ly  c o m p le x  m e c h a ­
n i s m  ju s t  l ik e  the  e le c t ro n ic  b r a in s  of to d ay .
182. B o s s u e t ,  J . B . ,  De la  c o n n a is s a n c e  de D ieu  e t  de s o i - m ê m e ,  P a r i s ,
1722, p . 167.
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V ous c o n s id é re z  l 'A m e  ou l 'E s p r i t  non c o m m e  une 
p a r t i e ,  m a i s  c o m m e  la  to ta l i té  m ê m e  de l 'A m e  p e n sa n te ;  
et je  n ' i n s i s t e  pas  s u r  le  f a i t  q u ' i l  y  a u r a  donc d an s  
l 'h o m m e  et dans  tou t a n im a l  deux A m e s ,  l 'u n e  p a r  
la q u e l le  e x is te  l a  p en sée ;  l ' a u t r e  qui p ro d u i t  l a  
n u t r i t io n ,  la  c r o i s s a n c e ,  la  g é n é ra t io n ;  ou en to u t  
c a s  que la  n u t r i t io n ,  la  c r o i s s a n c e ,  l a  g é n é r a t io n  
se  r a p p o r te n t  a un  a u t r e  p r in c ip e  que l 'A m e .
T he  m a t e r i a l  sou l,  e n v isa g e d  by  G a ss e n d i ,  e x i s t s  in  p la n ts  in  th e  f o r m  
of a  v e r y  a c t iv e ,  f l a m e - l ik e  su b s ta n c e  w hich  p e r v a d e s  th e  w hole  p lan t .  
T h i s  s u b s ta n c e  i s  c ap ab le  of fe e l in g ,  c o n t r a r y  to w hat D e s c a r t e s  and  
h is  s u p p o r t e r s  w ould  have  peop le  to  b e l ie v e .  T he  s e n s i t iv i ty  of the  
s o u l - s u b  s ta n c e  in  p la n ts  i s  ev iden t f r o m  the  f a c t  th a t  p la n ts  f e e l  th e  s u n ­
l ig h t  an d  h av e  a te n d e n c y  to  t u r n  to w a rd s  it; the  m o r e  s e n s i t iv e  p la n ts  
r e a c t  to  touch ; a l l  p lan ts  feed , r e p ro d u c e  th e m s e lv e s  and  d ie  w hen d e ­
p r iv e d  of n o u r i s h m e n t .  T h e s e  o p e ra t io n s  w ould  no t have  b e e n  p o s s ib le
if  p la n ts  w e r e  not r e a l l y  liv ing , and  to  be  a l iv e  im p l i e s  the  e x i s t e n c e  of 
so m e  f o r m  of sou l.  T h u s  th is  m a t e r i a l  sou l canno t be s e p a r a t e d  f r o m  
the  bod y  of a  l iv in g  th ing .
C e lu i  qui, ay an t  a p ro u v e r  que l 'A m e  ne  se  f o r t i f i e ,
ne  s 'a f f a ib l i t ,  n i  ne se  t ro u b le  a v ec  le  c o r p s ,  ne  d it
r i e n  d 'a u t r e  s inon  que l 'A m e  se  s e r t  du c o r p s  c o m m e  
d 'u n  in s t r u m e n t ,  c e lu i - l a  ne d é m o n tré  r i e n ,  m a i s  pose  
ce  qui e s t  en  q u es t io n .
In h i s  A b r é g é  de la  p h ilo soph ie  de G a s s e n d i , B e r n i e r  d e f in e s  th e  c h a r a c ­
t e r  of th e  a n im a l  sou ll T h is  c o r p o r e a l  so u l  e x i s t s  in  th e  f o r m  of a 
c o n te x tu re  of v e r y  fine  and  m o b ile  p a r t i c l e s  s i m i l a r  to  th o s e  of h e a t ,  
and  m o v in g  in  the  c a v i t ie s  and  p a s s a g e s  of th e  a n im a l  body  :
une s u b s ta n c e ,  une c o n te x tu re  de c o r p u s c u le s  
t r è s  s u b t i l s ,  e t  t r è s  m o b i le s  ou a c t i f s ,  s e m ­
b la b le s  à ceux  qui font le  feu  e t l a  c h a l e u r . 1&5
It e x i s t s  a s  a  r e a l  p r in c ip le ,  not m e r e l y  an  e ffe c t  of th e  a r r a n g e m e n t
of the  o rg a n s  of the  a n im a l  body, fo r  in  the  a b s e n c e  of a n  a n im a t in g
p r in c ip le ,  su ch  an  a r r a n g e m e n t  would s t i l l  l a c k  a  m o t iv e  f o r c e  and
s o u rc e  of l i f e .  T h is  m a t e r i a l  soul, c ap ab le  of fe e l in g  a n d  s e n s a t io n ,
is  c o m m o n ly  s h a r e d  by m e n ,  a n im a ls  and  p la n ts .  But in  a d d i t io n  to
th i s  c o r p o r e a l  sou l, m a n  a l s o  p o s s e s s e s  a  s p i r i t u a l  an d  i m m a t e r i a l
sou l,  d e n ied  to  the  r e s t  of the  a n im a l  c r e a t io n .  T h i s  m a k e s  h im
a w a re  of th i s  own though ts  and e n ab le s  h im  to  c o n ce iv e  a b s t r a c t  id e a s .
183. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  D isq u is i t io  m e ta p h y s i c a    p .  128.
184. I b i d . ,  p . 108.
185. B e r n i e r ,  F .  , Op.. C i t . , t .  Y, p . 486.
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I l  d o i t  c o n se q u e m m e n t  y a v o i r  dans  l 'h o m m e  une 
double  fa c u l té ,  l 'u n e  qui so i t  de la  p a r t i e  i n c o r ­
p o re l le .  e t  so i t  a p p e le e  e s p r i t ,  e n ten d e m e n t ,  
s o u v e r a in e  ra is o n ;  l ' a u t r e  qui so i t  de la  p a r t i e  
c o r p o r e l l e ,  e t  so i t  d ite  fa c u l té  im a g in â t  r i c e ,  
im a g in a t io n ,  f a n ta i s i e .  . . .
T h i s  im p l i e s  th a t  v h e r e a s  the  s p i r i tu a l  and i m m a t e r i a l  sou l g iv e s  m e n  
the  i n te l l e c tu a l  p o w e rs  of p e rc e p t io n  and  c c o t a t i o n ,  beyond  th e  c a p a ­
b i l i ty  of th e  o th e r  a n im a ls ,  the  s im p le r  and m o r e  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  
o p e r a t io n s  of th e  in te l l ig e n c e  a r e  co m m o n  to m e n  and  a n im a l s .  T h u s  
th e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw ee n  a n im a l  and  h u m a n  in te l l ig e n c e  i s  one of d e g r e e ,  
no t of k in d .
L.'h o m m e ,  en  ta n t  q u ' i l  v it  ou q u ' i l  e s t  a n im é  
e s t  p a r  une s ien n e  p a r t i e  f o r t  peu  a u - d e s s o u s  des  
A n g e s ,  e t  s u b s is ta n t  a p r è s  le  t r é p a s ,  e t  p a r  l ' a u t r e  
p a r t i e  i l  n ' e s t  point d i f f é r e n t  d e s  b r u t e s .  . . .  en  s o r te  
q u ' i l  e s t  d it  s e lo n  la  p r e m i e r e  v iv r e  une v ie  i n t e l l e c -  '
. tu e l le  e t  a n g e liq u e ,  e t ,  s e lo n  la  d e r n i e r e ,  une  v ie  * 
a n im a le  e t p a r e i l l e  a  c e l le  d e s  b ê t e s . . . .  P a r  la  
p r e m i e r e ,  i l  e s t  dit f a i t  a  l ' im a g e  e t  r e s s e m b la n c e  
de D ieu , de m ê m e  q u ' i l  e s t  d it  p a r  la  s eco n d e  a v o i r  
e te  s e m b la b le  aux  fo ls  e t  aux  a n im a u x  d é r a i s o n n a b le s .
F o r  th e  G a s s e n d i s t s ,  i t  i s  d if f icu l t  to  deny  s e n s a t io n  an d  fe e l in g  to  
a n i m a l s ,  s in c e  the  l a t t e r  a r e  endow ed v/ith b r a in ,  e y e s ,  e a r s  an d  o th e r  
o r g a n s  w h ich  a r e  s u sc e p t ib le  to  s e n s e  im p r e s s i o n .  T o  deny  a  m e a s u r e  
of in te l l ig e n c e  to  a n im a ls  nn the  g ro u n d s  th a t  in te l l ig e n c e  b e lo n g s  to  
p u re  th ough t and  th a t  the  l a t t e r  is  in d ep en d en t of the  body , i s  to  s u g ­
g e s t  th a t  the  b r a in ,  w hich  is  a  p a r t  of the  body, p la y s  no p a r t  w h a t s o ­
e v e r  in  th e  p r o c e s s  of fee l in g  and  th o u g h t.
P a r  la  d is t in c t io n  co n ce p tu e l le  qui e x is te  e n t r e  la  
p e n s e e  et l a  c o r p o r e i t e ,  on ne s a u r a i t  p r o u v e r  une 
d is t in c t io n  r e e l l e  e n t r e  c e s  c h o se s ;  e t  il  ne  c o n ­
v e n a i t  p a s  de d i s s im u le r  l 'o b je c t io n  qui a  e te  fa i te
a u  s u je t  du ra i s o n n e m e n t  d e s  b ê te s  et de la  n é c e s s i t e
du c e r v e a u  p o u r  r a i s o n n e r .
A n im a is ,  a rg u e  the  g a s s e n d i s t s ,  can  d is t in g u is h  one th ing  f r o m  the  
o th e r ,  th u s  su g g es t in g  th a t  th ey  can  d i s c r im in a t e .  If th e y  a r e  d en ied  
th e s e  p o w e rs ,  how do the  c a r t e s i a n s  e x p la in  why the  im a g e s  in  th e  a n i ­
m a l  b r a i n  do no t b lu r  out e ac h  o th e r?  T he  a n im a l  o rg a n s  w ou ld  be
u s e l e s s  u n le s s  one can  p o s i t  a f o r m  of soul, w ith  p o w e rs  of a t te n t io n ,
fe e l in g  and d i s c r im in a t io n ,  to tak e  c h a rg e  of t h e i r  fu n c tio n in g .  _______
186. B e r n i e r ,  F .^  Op. C i t . , t  .V I ,  p. 238.
187. I b i d . ,  t . V ,  p. 486.
188. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  Op. C i t . , p. 118.
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Si l 'A in e  e s t  une ch o se  qui sen t ,  qui im a g in e ,  
e t c .  . . , i l  s em b le  n é c e s s a i r e  d ' a t t r i b u e r  une 
â m e  au x  B ê t e s .  . . .  Il y a  chez  le s  B ê te s  des  
n e r f s ,  des  e s p r i t s ,  un  c e rv e a u ;  i l  y a d an s  le
c e r v e a u  un p r in c ip e  c o n n a is s a n t  qui de la  m ê m e
m a n i é r é  r e ç o i t  ce que lu i  e s t  r a p p o r te  p a r  le s  
e s p r i t s  et a c c o m p li t  la  s e n s a t io n .
T h i s  c o n c e p t  of the  sou l is  the  b a s i s  of th e  h i e r a r c h y  of b e in g s ,  r a n ­
ging f r o m  b a s i c  m a t t e r  to s p i r i t ,  w h ich  G a sse n d i  v i s u a l i z e s  in  n a tu r e
B u t lo g ic a l  a s  h is  a rg u m e n t  s e e m s ,  i t  i s  not w ithout i t s  own 
w e a k n e s s e s  to o .  T he  in fe re n c e  f r o m  a n im a l  b e h a v io u r  to a  s e n s i t iv e  
so u l  i s  no m o r e  v a l id  th an  ân  in fe re n c e  f r o m  the  s a m e  a rg u m e n t  to  a  
r a t io n a l  so u l .  T h e  c a r t e s i a n s ,  c h a l le n g e d  to  show  why m e n  a r e  n o t
m a c h in e s ,  defy  the  g a s s e n d is t s  to  p ro v e  w hy the s e n s i t iv e  so u l  th e y
a s s ig n  to  the  a n im a ls  canno t su ffice  fo r  m a n .  C o n sc io u s  of th i s  d i ­
le m m a ,  so m e  a d h e r e n t s  of the  d o c t r in e  of a n im a l  sou l,  such  a s  D a n ie l ,  
go to  th e  e x ten t  of su g g es tin g  the  e x is te n c e  of so m e  f o r m  of a n im a l
sou l,  s i tu a te d  m id w a y  b e tw een  m a t t e r  and  p u re  s p i r i t ,  cap ab le  of s e n -
191s a t io n  an d  fe e l in g ,  bu t d i f fe re n t  f r o m  the  h u m an  so u l .  B u t th e  id e a  
of a s u b s ta n c e  h a lfw ay  b e tw een  m a t t e r  and  s p i r i t  e n v is a g e s  a n  i m p o s ­
s ib le  s i tu a t io n ,  f o r  no t ev en  God c an  c r e a t e  such  a  s u b s ta n c e .  It i s  
th e  e s s e n c e  of e v e ry th in g  th a t  f e e l s ,  th in k s  and  know s to  be s p i r i t ,  a n d  
of e v e r  thin g d e p r iv e d  of th e se  f a c u l t ie s  to  be m a t t e r .  T he  tw is t in g  of 
id e a s  th ro u g h  d ia le c t ic a l  m a n ip u la t io n s  w as  so  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  
w hole  c o n t r o v e r s y  th a t  a l l  s id e s  w e r e  in  d i le m m a .  If we g ra n t  th e  
p o w er  of p e r c e p t io n  to  m a n  w hen h e  p e r f o r m s  a c e r t a i n  o p e ra t io n ,  
w ha t j u s t i f i c a t io n  have  we to  deny  th is  p o w er  to  a n  a n im a l  w hen  i t  
c a r r i e s  out the  s a m e  o p e ra t io n ?  A n  e c le c t ic ,  su ch  a s  Du H a m e l ,  i s  
d r iv e n  in  b o th  d i r e c t io n s .  He a r g u e s  th a t  the  a c t iv i t i e s  of th e  in s t in c t  
in  a n im a l s  a r e  p ro o fs  of a u to m a t i s m .  A t  the  s a m e  t im e ,  he  a d m i ts  
th a t  the  o p e r a t io n  of the  in s t in c ts  in v o lv es  s e n se  e x p e r ie n c e  an d  th a t  
th e  l a t t e r  i s  im p o s s ib le  in  the  a b se n c e  of so m e  f o r m  of so u l .  P e r -
189. G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  Op. C i t . , p . 148.
190. B e r n i e r ,  F . ,  Op. C i t . ,  t .V ,  p . 486.
191. D a n ie l ,  V oyage du m onde  de D e s c a r t e s ,  N ouve lle  ed it io n  re v u e
e t a u g m e n té e  d 'une  c in q u ièm e  p a r t i e ,  a jo u té e  aux  q u a t r e  p r é ­
c é d e n ts ,  p a r  le  P e r e  D an ie l ,  de l a  C om pagn ie  de J e s u ,  P a r i s ,  
(N ico la s  P e p ie ) ,  1702, 5em e p a r t i e ,  pp . 437, 504, 509 -  510.
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p le x e d  and  in  d i le m m a ,  Du H a m e l  co n c lu d e s  by w a rn in g  a g a in s t  p u t ­
t in g  the  a n im a ls  on the  s a m e  le v e l  a s  m e n  o r  m a k in g  th e m  on ly  a 
sh ad e  i n f e r i o r  to  m e n ,  o r  even  conced ing  th e m  l i b e r t y  and  a  r a t i o n a l  
so u l .  192
I .
T h r e e  f a c t s  e m e r g e  f r o m  th e  d iv e r s i f i e d  c h a r a c t e r  of th e  
c o n t r o v e r s y  w h ich  we have  re v ie w e d .  F i r s t l y ,  a l though  L a  F o n ta in e  
is  no t a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  phi.Josopher, th e  im p a c t  of c a r t e s i a n i s m  an d  the  
D e s c a r t e s / G a s s e n d i  c o n t r o v e r s y  a r i s i n g  th e r e f r o m  w as  too w id e s p r e a d  
to  e s c a p e  the  a t te n t io n  of a c u r io u s  in te l le c tu a l  su ch  a s  o u r  poe t w a s .  
S econd ly , the  p ro b le m  of a n im a l  so u l  w as  a t  th a t  t im e ,  a s  . ! now, 
bound  up w ith  th e  m u c h - dis c u s s e d  q u e s t io n  a s  to w h e th e r  a n im a ls  r e a ­
son  a t a l l  o r  n o t .  T h i rd ly ,  in  the  in te l le c tu a l  co n tex t  th a t  p r e v a i l e d  
a t  the  epoch , th is  m a t t e r  cou ld  s c a r c e l y  be in v e s t ig a te d  o r  th e  p r o b ­
le m  f o r m u la t e d  w ithou t tak in g  a  s tan d  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  the  m e ta p h y s i c a l  
q u e s t io n  of th e  sou l.  L e t  us  e x am in e  how th e s e  im p l ic a t io n s  a f fe c te d  
L a  F o n ta in e  a s  a  m a tu r e  in te l l e c tu a l .  D e s c a r t e s '  m e ta p h y s ic a l  e le v a t io n  
of the  h u m a n  so u l  to  the  s u p e r n a tu r a l  o r d e r  p ro d u c e d  th a t  f o r m  of 
i d e a l i s m  w h ich  sh u ts  the  sou l up in  i t s e l f  and  te n d s  to  deny  th e  e x i s ­
te n ce  of the  e x te r n a l  w o r ld  of s e n s i t iv e  o b je c t s .  T h is  i s  so b e c a u s e  
t h e r e  c an  be  no o b jec t  fo r  a  sou l co n ce iv e d  of a s  s e p a r a te  f r o m  th e  
body, a n  id e a  w h ich  su g g e s ts  the  s a m e  th ing  a s  th e  co n cep t  of a  P r o ­
v id e n ce  separa te  f r o m  i t s  w o r ld .  B y  a f f i rm in g  th a t  a n im a ls  a r e  i n ­
s e n s i t iv e  a u to m a ta ,  D e s c a r t e s  s t r u c k  down w ith  th is  s ing le  b low  th e  
w hole  b a s i s  upon  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e 's  m o r a l  p h ilo so p h y  is  b a s e d .
F i r s t l y ,  i t  c h a l le n g e d  the  p o e t 's  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  v iew  of a  h a r m o n io u s ly  
o r d e r e d  c o s m o s  and  s u b s t i tu te d  fo r  it a  new  co n ce p t io n  of th e  u n i v e r s e ,  
b a s e d  upon  m e r e  e x ten s io n  and  m o t io n .  Second ly , th e  c a r t e s i a n  d o c ­
t r i n e  w e a k e n e d  the  m o r a l  and  in te l l e c tu a l  fo u nda tion  of the  F a b l e s .
L a  F o n ta in e 's  im a g e  o r v is io n  of a n im a l s ,  a s  s e e n  in  the  F a b l e s , r e ­
v e a l s  a  p e r s o n a l  sy m p a th y  fo r  th e se  c r e a t u r e s .  T he  fa b u l i s t  h a s  su ch  
an  i n t e r e s t  in  the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  d e ta i l s  of a n im a l  b e h a v io u r  th a t  the  
id e a  of a n im a ls  be ing  m e r e  un fee ling  a u to m a ta  m u s t  h av e  b e e n  a b h o r ­
r e n t  to  h im .  F o r  the  poe t,  a n im a ls  a r e  so like  m e n  th a t  t h e i r  b e h a ­
v io u r  p r o v id e s  m o r a l  l e s s o n s  fo r  h u m a n  b e in g s .
192 . Du H a m e l ,  De C orp ore  a n im a te ,  P a r i s ,  1673 ,  pp.  3 2 0 - 3 3 1 .
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J e  m e  s e r s  d 'a n im a u x  p o u r  i n s t r u i r e  l e s  h o m m e s .
H e co u ld  no t have  m a d e  th is  s t  a te m e n t  if a n im a ls  a p p e a r e d  to  h im  to
be no m o r e  th a n  un fee ling  m a c h in e s .  M ac h in e s  a r e  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t
f r o m  m e n .  O n ly  the  a n im a ls  s e e m  to  fu lf i l  th e  c o n d it io n s  r e q u i r e d
by th e  f a b le s ,  f o r  th e y  a r e  c r e a t u r e s  s u f f ic ie n t ly  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  m e n
to c r e a t e  th e  e f fe c t  of f ic tion , an d  a t  the s a m e  t im e ,  so c lo s e  to  m e n
a s  to  s y m b o l iz e  the  r e a l i t y  about h u m a n i ty .
L e s  p r o p r i é t é s  des  a n im a u x  e t  l e u r s  d iv e r s  
c a r a c t è r e s  y sont e x p r im e s ;  p a r  c o n se q u e n t ,  
l e s  n ô t r e s  a u s s i ,  pu isq u e  nous  s o m m e s  
l ' a b r e g e  de ce  q u ' i l  y a de bon e t de m a u v a i s  
d an s  l e s  c r e a t u r e s  i r r a i s o n n a b l e s .
T o  L a  F o n ta in e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  the  c a r t e s i a n  d o c t r in e  of a n im a l  a u to m a t i s m
a p p e a r e d  m o r e  a b s u r d  and in c o m p re h e n s ib le  th a n  the  m o s t  r id i c u lo u s
s p e c u la t io n  of the  c h a r la ta n s  and  a s t r o l o g e r s .
*
B ut to  c h a llen g e  the  d o c t r in e ,  the  p oe t n e e d e d  a  s t ro n g  i n t e l ­
le c tu a l  b a ck in g ,  th a t  i s ,  a  good u n d e r s ta n d in g  of the  d o c t r in e  i t s e l f  
and  the  a r g u m e n t s  fo r  and  a g a in s t  i t .  T he  q u e s t io n  th e n  is ,  how  did  
L a  F o n ta in e ,  a m e r e  poet, com e by  th e  k n o w ledge , the  in te l l ig e n t  u n ­
d e r s t a n d in g  of the  p ro b le m , and  the  fo r m id a b le  f o r c e  of a rg u m e n t ,  
w h ich  p o s e s  su ch  a  ru d e  ch a llen g e  to  c a r t e  s i a n i s m  in  th e  D is c o u r s  à 
M m e , de L a  S a b l ie r e  and L e s  S o u r is  e t  le  C h a t - h u a n t? P u t  b r i e f ly ,  
w hat w e r e  th e  f o r c e s  an d  in f lu en c es  w hich  c o n t r ib u te d  to  the  d e v e l o p ­
m e n t  of th e  p o e t 's  th ink ing  on th i s  sub jec t?  T o  a n s w e r  th is  q u e s t io n ,  
i t  is  im p o r t a n t  to  r e a l i z e ,  to b e g in  w ith , th a t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a p p ro a c h  
to  th e  p r o b le m  is  e s s e n t i a l ly  g a s s e n d i s t .  A nd  to  f ind  out how th e  poe t 
c a m e  b y  G a s s e n d i 's  ph ilo sophy  on a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e ,  w e have  to  r e ­
tu r n  to  th a t  b a s t io n  of g a s s e n d is m  in  w hich  o u r  p o e t  found h im s e l f  a s  
he  w as  w o rk in g  on the  second  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  n a m e ly  th e  c i r c l e  
of M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e .  H e re ,  the  f i r s t  in f lu en ce  on L a  F o n ta in e  
th a t  s p r in g s  r e a d i ly  to  m in d  is  th a t  of B e r n i e r ,  th e  g a s s e n d i s t  p h i lo s o ­
p h e r  an d  s c i e n t i s t  who r e h a b i l i ta te d  h is  m a s t e r ' s  p h ilo so p h y  in  e ig h t  
v o lu m e s .  It w a s  m a in ly  th ro u g h  h im  th a t  o u r  p o e t  b e c a m e  f a m i l i a r  
w ith  th e  a n t i - c a r t e s i a n  id e a s  w hich  so a d m i r a b ly  su i te d  h i s  own v iew s  
a n d  ad d ed  w eigh t to  h is  a r g u m e n ts .
1 9 3 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 66, F a b l e s , "D é d ic a c e  à  M o n se ig n e u r
le  D a u p h in " .  (1668).
1 9 4 . I b i d . ,  pp . 66 -  68, ( P ré fa c e ) .
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B e r n i e r  w as  c e r t a in ly  w e l l -q u a l i f ie d  to p r e s e n t  G a s s e n d i 's  
p h i lo so p h y  to  L a  F o n ta in e .  A s  m e n t io n e d  e a r l i e r  on, B e r n i e r  h a d  
s e r v e d  G a s s e n d i  a s  p r iv a te  s e c r e t a r y .  He had  a l s o  t o u r e d  In d ia  an d  
o th e r  O r i e n t a l  c o u n t r i e s ,  and  was w e l l - a c q u a in te d  w ith  t h e i r  c i v i l i s a ­
t io n s  and  c u l tu r e .  H e o b s e rv e d ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  th a t  the  .d o c tr in e  of 
A n im a -M u n d i  w as  an  im p o r ta n t  f e a tu r e  of m a n y  O r ie n ta l  r e l ig io n s ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  In d ian  B r a h m in i s m .  It  w as  f r o m  h im  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  
got th e  id e a s  he  u s e s  in the  fab le  of L a  S o u r is  m e ta m o r p h o s e d  en  
F i l l e  (JX , 7). B e r n i e r  c o m p le te ly  r e j e c t s  D e s c a r t e s '  m e c h a n i s t i c  
co n ce p t io n  of a n im a l s ,  a rg u in g  th a t  both  P la to  and  E m p e d o c le s  h a d  
b e l ie v e d  a n im a ls  to  be  endow ed w ith  f e e l in g s ,  a m e a s u r e  of i n t e l l i ­
gence  an d  a  lo t  of s e n s i t iv e  p o w e r .  T he  fa c t  th a t  a n im a ls  a r e  l iv in g
th in g s  p r e s u p p o s e s  th e  e x is te n c e  of so m e  f o r m  of so u l  in  th e m .
L 'A m e  e s t  une chose  qui é tan t  dans  le  c o r p s  *
fa i t  que l 'a n i m a l  e s t  dit v iv r e  e t e x i s t e r .  C ette
s u b s ta n c e .  , .  . s em b le  ê t r e  une e s p e c e  de  p e t i te
f l a m m e ,  qui, tan t  q u 'e l l e  e s t  en  v ig u e u r ,  ou
q u 'e l l e  d e m e u r e  a l lu m é e , f a i t  l a  v i e ^ ^  l 'a n i m a l ,
le q u e l  m e u r t  lo r s q u 'e l l e  s 'é t e in t .  . . .  ^
B e s id e s  B e r n i e r ' s  id e a s .  L a  F o n ta in e  a l s o  c o n su l te d  o th e r  
s o u r c e s  of in fo r m a t io n  on the  su b jec t ,  f o r  t h e r e  w as  a  long  l in e  of 
i n t e r e s t i n g  w o rk s  t r e a t in g  the  s a m e  p ro b le m  d u r in g  th a t  e p o ch . T h e  
m o r e  im m e d ia te  o n es ,  w hich the  poet i s  m o s t  c e r t a i n  to  h av e  r e a d ,
in c lu d e  G . P a r d i e ' s  D is c o u r s  de la  c o n n a is s a n c e  d es  b ê te s  (1672), Du
H a m e l 's  De m e n te  h u m a n a -(l 672) and  De c o r p o r e  a n im a to  (1673), 
G u il la u m e  L a m y 's  D is c o u r s  a n a to m iq u e s  (1675), and  D i l ly 's  De l ' â m e  
d e s  b ê t e s  (1676). AU th e se  w o rk s  w e r e  c i r c u la t in g  s h o r t ly  b e fo re  
th e  p u b l ic a t io n  of the  fa b le s  of 1678, and  n e a r l y  a l l  of t h e m  m a n i f e s t  
g a s s e n d i s t  sy m p a th y .  T h e i r  a n t i - c a r t e s i a n  te n d e n c y  cou ld  no t h av e  
fa i le d  to  d ra w  o u r  p o e t 's  a t te n t io n  to  th e m .
H is  f i r s t  r e a c t io n  to  the c a r t e s i a n  d o c t r in e  of a u to m a t i s m  is  
n a tu r a l l y  one of s t ro n g  oppos it ion . In P s y c h e , he t a k e s  a  p o s i t io n  
w h ich  c e r t a i n l y  a n t ic ip a te d  th is  o p p o s it io n  by  g ra n t in g  th e  f a c u l t i e s  of 
fe e l in g  and of so m e  fo r m  of c o m m u n ic a t io n  to  the  lo w e r  a n im a l s .
195. B e r n i e r ,  F . ,  Op. C it . ,  t .V ,  p. 476.
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J e  v o u s  n ie  vo s  deux p ro p o s i t io n s ,  a u s s i  b ie n  
la  sec o n d e  que la  p r e m i è r e .  Q uelque  op in ion  
q u ’a i t  eue l 'e c o le  ju s q u 'a  p r e s e n t ,  je  ne  c o n v ien s  
p a s  a v ec  e l le  que le r i r e  a p p a r t ie n n e  a l 'h o m m e  
p r iv â t iv e m e n t  au  r e s t e  des  a n im a u x .  Il f a u d r a i t  
e n te n d r e  l a  langue de c e s  d e r n i e r s  p o u r  c o n n a î t r e  
q u ' i l s  n e  r i e n t  po in t. J e  l e s  t ie n s  s u je ts  a  to u te s  
n o s  p a s s i o n s . . . .
T h e  o p p o s i t io n ,  s ig n a l le d  in  P s y c h e , i s  in te n s i f ie d  in  the  fable, L a  
S o u r is  m é ta m o r p h o s é e  en  F i l l e .  T h e  f r a m e w o r k  of th is  fab le  w a s
* V  ' ' '
b o r r o w e d  f r o m  L e  L iv r e  des  l u m iè r e s  ou la  condu ite  d e s  R o i s . C o m ­
b in in g  th is  s o u r c e  w ith  the  s to r i e s  about the  B r a h m in ic  r e l ig io n  an d  
b e l ie f  of th e  O r ie n ta l  la n d s ,  to ld  to h im  by  B e r n i e r ,  L a  F o n ta in e  c o m ­
p o s e d  th e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  fab le  quo ted  ab o v e . U n d e r  th e  g u ise  of d i s ­
c u s s in g  the  d o c t r in e  of B r a h m in is m ,  he  a t ta c k s  and  r e f u te s  th e  n e o -
p la to n ic  t h e o r y  of P y th a g o ra s  r e la t in g  to  th e  t r a n s m i g r a t i o n  of s o u ls .
*
T h e  P y th a g o r e a n  d o c t r i n e  i s  a  d is to i fe d  f o r m  of P l a t o n i s m ,  b a s e d  u p o n
th e  c o n ce p t  of a  s ing le  W o r ld - s o u l  a n im a tin g  the  w hole  u n iv e r s e ,  an d
d if fu se d  in to  e v e r y  l iv ing  c r e a t u r e .  A c c o rd in g  to  th is  d o c t r in e ,  a s
soon  a s  a  c r e a t u r e  d ie s ,  be i t  a  m a n  o r  a n  a n im a l ,  the  sou l of the
d e ad  c r e a t u r e  in fu s e s  i t s e l f  into o th e r  n a tu r a l  f o r m s ,  su ch  a s  p la n ts
o r  o th e r  l iv in g  o r g a n i s m s ,  in o r d e r  to m a in ta in  the  cy c le  of e x i s t e n c e .
L 'h o m m e  ne m e u r t  point b-out e n t ie r ;  le  c a d a v re  
q u 'o n  b r û l e  ou qu 'o n  inhum e n ' e s t  p a s  to u t  l 'h o m m e .
Ce q u ' i l  y  a  de p lus  p re c ie u x  en lu i  s u r v i t  a  son
c o r p s  : son  â m e  p a s s e  d an s  c e l le  de l ' a m i  q u 'i l
l a i s s e ;  son  coeur, dans c e lu i  de sa  veuve  e t  de 
s e s  o rp h e l in s  qui le  p le u re n t .  Son e s p r i t  e s t  p a s s e  
d a n s  l a  d o c tr in e  q u 'i l  a t r a n s m i s e  a  s e s  e le v e s ;  et 
le  souffle  de v ie  qui c i r c u la i t  dans  to u s  s e s  m e m b r e s
e t  m e t t a i t  en je u  tous  l e s  r e s s o r t s  de l a  f r ê l e  m a c h in e
h u m a in e ,  du m o m e n t  que c e s  r e s s o r t s  son t u s e s  ou 
ro m p u s ,  r e to u r n e  a  la  g ra n d e  â m e  du m o n d e ;  c e l le  
de l 'h o m m e  en  e s t  une p a r c e l l e ,  une e m a n a t io n ;  e l le  
r e m o n te  à  sa  s o u rc e  p r e m i e r e ,  p o u r  a u s s i t ô t  t r a n s ­
m i g r e r  dans  d 'a u t r e s  c o rp s  a pe ine  o r g a n i s e s ,  so it  
d an s  l ' a i r ,  so it  au fond des  eaux , so it  d an s  l e s  e n ­
t r a i l l e s  de la  t e r r e  : c a r  tous  le s  ê t r e s  so n t  p a r ­
fa i te m e n t  égaux  aux yeux m a t e r n e l s  de la  n a tu r e .
1 9 6 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 424.
1 9 7 . P y th a g o r e ,  V oyage de P y th a g o re  en E g y p te ,  dans  l a  C h a ld ee ,
dans  l ' In d e ,  en  C rè te ,  à  S p a r te ,  en  S ic i le ,  a  R o m e , a  
C a r th a g e ,  à  M a r s e i l l e  et dans  l e s  G a u le s ,  su iv is  de s e s  
lo is  p o l i t iq u e s  et m o r a l e s ,  P a r i s ,  (D e te rv i l le ) ,  1799, 
t . I ,  pp. 1 1 4 - 1 1 5 .
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A s  a p re lu d e  to  the  a t ta c k  he is  to  lau n ch  on c a r t e s i a n  a u to m a t i s m ,
t h e r e f o r e .  L a  F o n ta in e  f i r s t  of a l l  r e fu te s  the  eq u a l ly  a b h o r r e n t
p y tn a g o re a n  d o c t r in e .  He beg ins  by s u m m a r iz in g  the  d o c t r in e  :
I l s  ont en  tê t  e 
Q ue n o t r e  â m e ,  | au  s o r t i r  d 'u n  ro i .
E n t r e  d an s  un d ron , ou dans te l le  a u t r e  b ê te
Q u ' i l  p l a î t  au S o r t  : c 'e s t  l a  l 'u n  des  po in ts  de l e u r  lo i .
P y th a g o r e  chez  eux a p u isé  ce m y s t è r e .  198
T h e n  fo l lo w s  a  c l e a r - c u t  and b r i l l i a n t  r e fu ta t io n  of the  th e o ry .
■ J e  p r e n d s  d ro i t  l a - d e s sus  c o n t re  le  B r a m in  m ê m e  
• , . D ' ou v ie n t  donc que ce c o r p s  s i  b ie n  o rg a n is e  
. Ne peu t o b l ig e r  son  h ô te s s e  
De s 'u n i r  au  Sojleil? Un R a t  eu t sa  t e n d r e s s e .
T o u t  d éba ttu , tou t b ien  p e s é .
L e s  â m e s  d e s  s o u r i s  et le s  â m e s  d es  b e l le s  
Sont t r è s  d i f f é r e n te s  e n t r e  e l l e s .  199
With th is  s id e  b u t  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d  i s s u e  th r a s h e d  out. L a  F o n ta in e  c o n ­
c e n t r a t e s  h is  e n t i r e  in te llectual e n e r g y  upon the  r e fu ta t io n  of the  new  
c a r t e  s i a n i s m .  T h is  e x e r c i s e  i s  c a r r i e d  out in  two m a j o r  w o rk s ,  
n a m e ly ,  th e  D is c o u r s  à M m e, de L a  S a b l iè r e  and  L e s  S o u r is  e t  le  
C h a t -h u a n t  . I t  i s  no t c l e a r ly  known w hich  of the  two p ie c e s  p r e c e d e d  
th e  o th e r  in  the  da te  of t h e i r  c o m p o s i t io n .  B ut in  the  a r r a n g e m e n t  
w h ich  th e  p oe t g iv e s  Books IX, X and  XI of the  F a b l e s , the  D is c o u r s  
a  M m e ,  de  L a  S a b l ie r e  in  the  n in th  Book p r e c e d e s  L e s  S o u r is  e t  le  
C h a t -h u a n t  in  th e  e lev e n th .  T h is  s e e m s  to  give so m e  in d ic a t io n  ab o u t 
th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  thought and  a f in a l  s t a t e m e n t  of h is  
p o s i t io n  on th e  q u es t io n ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  a s  the  l a t e r  fab le  is  th e  l a s t  e p i ­
sode  of th e  e le v e n th  Book of fa b le s ,  com ing  ju s t  b e fo re  the  E p i lo g u e .
G iven  th is  a r r a n g e m e n t ,  and fo r  c h ro n o lo g ic a l  r e a s o n s ,  i t  h a s  b e e n  
c o n s id e r e d  m o r e  s y s te m a t ic  to  t r e a t  the  D is c o u r s  a  M m e ,  de L a  
S a b l ie r e  f i r s t .
T h i s  l a t t e r  is  not, s t r i c t l y  sp eak ing , a  fa b le ,  a lthough  i t  i n ­
c o r p o r a t e s  so m e  f a b le s .  A f te r  the  in t r o d u c to r y  c o m p l im e n ts  to  M m e .
de L a  S a b l i è r e ,  an d  the  d is t in c t io n  be tw een  " la  b a g a te l le "  and  " s c i e n c e "  
(11. 1 - 25), the  poe t e m b a r k s  upon h is  su b jec t ,  tak in g  e v e r y  c a r e  to  
a r r a n g e  h i s  a rg u m e n t  in  the  t r u e  p h ilo so p h ic a l  f a s h io n .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  
he b e g in s  w ith  a  c l e a r  ex p o sit io n  of the  th e o ry  he  i s  abou t to  r e fu te ,
198. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p . 142, F a b l e s , IX, 7, 11. 8 -  12.
199. I b i d . ,  11. 63, 71 - 80.
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n a m e ly ,  th e  c a r t e s i a n  d o c t r in e  of a u to m a t i s m  (11. 26 - 72). T h i s  i s  
fo l lo w ed  b y  a s e t  of c l e a r - c u t  l a b o r a t o r y  c a s e s  of the  d e e r  (11.73-81), 
the  m o t h e r  p a r t r i d g e  (11. 82 - 91), the  b e a v e r s  (11.92 - 115) and  the  
P o l i s h  b o u b ak s  (11. 116 - 135), a l l  of th e m  lo g ic a l ly  a r r a n g e d  to l e a d  
to  th e  d e s i r e d  c o n c lu s io n .
In  a  m ix tu r e  of h u m o u r  and  i ro n y ,  he  p r e s e n t s  an  in te l l ig e n t
a n a ly s i s  of the  c a r t e s i a n  d o c tr in e  w h ich  he  d e s c r i b e s  a s  new , s u b t le ,
a t t r a c t i v e  and  a u d a c io u s .
De c e r t a in e  p h ilo so p h ie .
S u b t i le ,  -engagean te , e t  h a r d i e .
On l 'a p p e l l e  n o u v e l le .
T h e n  he  g o es  on to  a n a ly s e  the  c a r t e s i a n  t h e o r y :
. . . I l s  d is e n t  donc
Q ue l a  b ê te  e s t  une m a c h in e ;
Q u 'e n  e l le  to u t  se  fa i t  s a n s  cho ix  e t  p a r  r e s s o r t s :
N u l s e n t im e n t ,  poin t d 'â m e ;  e n  e l le  to u t  e s t  c o r p s .
TèlLe e s t  la  m o n t r e  qui c h e m in e  *
A  p a s  to u jo u r s  égaux , a v eu g le  e t  s a n s  d e s s e i n .
O u v r e z - l a ,  l i s e z  dans  son  se in :
M ain te  ro u e  y  t ie n t  l i e u  de to u t  l ' e s p r i t  du m o n d e ;
L a  p r e m i e r e  y m e u t  l a  seco n d e ;
Une t r o i s i è m e  su it  : e l le  sonne a  la  f in .
A u  d i r e  de c e s  g en s ,  la  b ê te  e s t  to u te  t e l l e  :
" L 'o b je t  l a  f r a p p e  en  un  e n d ro i t ;
C e  l i e u  f r a p p e  s 'e n  v a  to u t  d r o i t .
S e lo n  n o u s ,  au  v o is in  en  p o r t e r  l a  n o u v e l le .
L e  s e n s  de p ro c h e  en p ro c h e  a u s s i t ô t  l a  r e ç o i t .
L ' i m p r e s s i o n  se  f a i t . "  M a is  c o m m e n t  se  f a i t - e l l e ?
S e lo n  eux , p a r  n é c e s s i t e  *
S an s  p a s s io n ,  s a n s  v o lon té  
L 'A n im a l  se  s en t  a g i te  
D e m o u v e m e n ts  que le  v u lg a i r e  a p p e l le  
T r i s t e s s e ,  jo ie ,  a m o u r ,  p la is ir ,  d o u le u r  c r u e l l e .
O u  que lque  a u t r e  de c e s  é t a t s .
M a is  ce  n ' e s t  p o in t c e la  : ne v ous  y  t r o m p e z  p a s .
Q u 'e s t -c e  d o n c?  Une m o n t r e .  E t  n o u s ?  C 'e s t  a u t r e  c h o s e .
T h e  fu l l  an d  i m p a r t i a l  ex p o s i t io n  of D e s c a r t e s '  d o c t r in e  i s  m a d e  f o r
tw o m a i n  r e a s o n s .  F i r s t l y ,  su ch  a n  e x p o s i t io n  p r o v id e s  L a  F o n ta in e
w ith  a n - o c c a s io n • to  la y - .b a re  th ro u g h  a sub tle  c o m b in a t io n  of d i r e c t
r e p o r t i n g  and  em phas-is  th e  . s a l i e n t  f e a tu r e s  of the . new  ph ilo so p h y ,
n a m e ly ,  h i s  r i v a l ' s  d e n ia l  of fee l in g  and  s e n s a t io n  to  the  a n im a ls  and
200 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op, C i t . , p . 147, IX, D is c o u r s  à  M m e de L a
S a b l iè r e , IL  25 -  28.
201 , I b i d . ,  IL  29 -  52.
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h is  a t t r ib u t io n  of a l l  a n im a l  b e h a v io u r  to m e c h a n ic a l  n e c e s s i t y .  
S eco n d ly ,  the  w id e s p r e a d  p o p u la r i ty  en jo y ed  by  the  th e o r y  of a u to m a ­
t i s m  a t  th a t  t im e  d e m a n d s  th a t  in  o r d e r  to  a t ta c k  the  d o c t r in e  e f f e c ­
t iv e ly  one m u s t  adop t a p a ra d o x ic a l  a p p ro a c h  b a s e d  upon a s y s te m  of 
c o n t r a s t s .  A nd  to  h e ig h te n  the  e ffe c t  of th e s e  c o n tx a s ts ,  the  b a s ic  
p r in c ip le s  of the  r i v a l ' s  th e o r y  m u s t  be p la c e d  s ide  by  s ide  w ith  th e  
op p o s in g  a r g u m e n ts  b e fo re  the  r e a d in g  p u b lic .  T h i s ,  of c o u r s e ,  f o l ­
lows th e  s a m e  p a ra d o x ic a l  a p p ro a c h  u s e d  by  G a s s e n d i  in  h is  a t t a c k  on 
D e s c a r t e s  in  the  D is q u is i t io  M e ta p h y s ic a . . .
If  t h e r e  is  a n y  doubt le f t  in  the  m in d  of the  r e a d e r  about L a  
F o n ta in e 's  in te n t io n  in  m a k in g  th is  long a n a ly s i s  of the  c a r t e s i a n  d o c ­
t r i n e ,  th i s  doubt i s  im m e d ia te ly  d is p e l le d  by  the  n ex t  f ive  l i n e s .  H e r e  
th e  p o e t  in g e n io u s ly  sh i f ts  the  e m p h a s is  f r o m  the t h e o r y  i t s e l f  to  i t s  
f o r m u la t o r ,  D e s c a r t e s  h im s e l f .  T h e  in te l l e c tu a l  p e r s o n a l i t y  of th e  l a t ­
t e r  i s  g iv en  an  ad d ed  s t r e s s  b y  m e a n s  of a  w e l l - c h o s e n  m e ta p h o r  w h ich  
p o r t r a y s  h im  a s  a  m o r t a l ,  b e l ie v e d  to  be in te l l ig e n t  enough to  be c o n ­
s id e r e d  a s  a  god a m o n g  the  p a g a n s .
V o ic i  de la  fa ço n  que D e s c a r t e s  l 'e x p o s e .
D e s c a r t e s ,  ce  m o r t e l  dont on eu t fa i t  un d ieu  
C hez  l e s  p a ïe n s ,  e t  qui t ie n t  le  m i l ie u  
E n t r e  l 'h o m m e  et l ' e s p r i t ,  com m e, e n t r e  l ' h u î t r e  l 'h o m m e  
L e  t i e n t  t e l  de nos  g en s ,  f r a n c h e  b ê te  de s o m m e .
T h is  im a g e  of D e s c a r t e s  is  im m e d ia te ly  fo llow ed  by  a g ra p h ic ,  tw o -
l in e  s u m m a r y  of h i s  d o c t r in e ,  m a d e  o b v io u s ly  to  r e n d e r  the  p r e c e d in g
le n g th y  e x p o s i t io n  of the  th e o ry  m o r e  tan g ib le  to  the  r e a d e r .
V o ic i ,  d i s - j e ,  c o m m e n t  r a i s o n n e  ce t  a u te u r ;
"S u r  to u s  le s  an im a u x ,  en fan ts  du C ré a te u r ,
J ' a i  le  don de p e n s e r ;  et je  s a i s  que je  p e n s e " .
T h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  the  above is  a  sub tle  r e f e r e n c e  to  D e s c a r t e s '  
s t a t e m e n t  : " J e  p en se  donc je  s u i s " .  T h is  m e th o d  of p r e s e n t a t i o n  is  
a d m i r a b ly  lo g ic a l  an d  in line  w ith  the  t r u e  p h i lo so p h ic a l  t r a d i t io n .
It b r in g s  out e a r l y  in  o u r  p o e t 's  D i s c o u r s .  . . .  an d  in  a  m o r e  v iv id  
m a n n e r  the  c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  D e s c a r t e s '  im ag e  a s  an  in te l l e c tu a l  d e m i ­
god, who is  s u p p o se d  to  be m e th o d ic a l  in h is  r e a s o n in g  and the  in d e ­
f e n s ib i l i ty  of h is  th e o ry ,  denying  fe e l in g  and  c o n s c io u s n e s s  to  a l l  l iv in g  
c r e a t u r e s  ex ce p t  m a n .  It m u s t  be e m p h a s iz e d ,  h o w e v e r ,  th a t  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  is  by no m e a n s  c a s t in g  a s p e r s io n  on the  p e r s o n  of D e s c a r t e s .
202. L a  F o n ta in e ,  p. 147, IX, D is c o u r s  a M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e .
. , 11. 53 - 57. .
203 . I b i d . , II .  58 - 60. '
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He h a s  no doubt a t  a l l  about the  l a t t e r ' s  in t e l l e c tu a l  a b i l i ty  an d  c o m ­
p a r e s  h im  w ith  E p i c u r u s .  What the  poet is  say in g  h e r e  is  th a t  in th is  
p a r t i c u l a r  th e o r y ,  a s  in  th a t  of r e a s o n  and k n ow ledge , th e  p o s tu la te  of 
th is  g r e a t  th in k e r ,  D e s c a r t e s ,  is  not b o rn e  out b y  the  e v id en c e  of e x ­
p e r i e n c e .  T h e  w hole  of L a  F o n ta in e ’s a rg u m e n t  in  th e  D is c o u r s  à 
M m e, de L a  S a b l i e r e  and  in L e s  S o u r is  e t le  C h a t -h u a n t  is  b a s e d  upon 
th is  s y s t e m  of c o n t r a s t s ,  b u il t  up b e tw ee n  D e s c a r t e s '  su b tle  r e a s o n in g  
and  th e  f a c t s  of e x p e r ie n c e .
T h u s  a g a in s t  h is  r i v a l ’s a rg u m e n t  th a t  m a n  a lo n e  p o s s e s s e s  
the  f a c u l ty  of fe e l in g  and  se n s a t io n ,  the  p oe t o p p o ses  a  s e r i e s  of e v i ­
d en ce  b a s e d  upon  the  o b s e r v a t io n  of the  a c tu a l  b e h a v io u r  of a n im a l s .
He c i te s  the  c a s e  of " le  v ieu x  c e r f " ,  who g e ts  a  young d e e r  to  tak e
i t s  p la c e  an d  who u s e s  h u n d re d s  of o th e r  t r i c k s  to e lude  th e  h u n te r  
and  h is  dogs  ; •
Que de r a i s o n n e m e n t  p o u r  c o n s e r v e r  s e s  j o u r s l
L e  r e t o u r  s u r  s e s  p a s ,  l e s  m a l i c e s ,  le  t o u r s .
E t  le  change , e t  cen t s t r a t a g è m e s .
Could  th e s e  o p e ra t io n s  be p o s s ib le  w ithout a  m e a s u r e  of fe e l in g  and  r e ­
f le c t io n ?  A p a r t  f r o m  th is  e x am p le ,  a r g u e s  the  p o e t ,  t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  
the  c a s e s  of the  m o th e r  p a r t r i d g e  who l im p s  aw ay  f r o m  i t s  d e fe n c e le s s  
young o n es  in  o r d e r  to  d ra w  aw ay  the  a t te n t io n  of th e  h u n te r s ,  and  
w hen  i t  h a s  done so , an d  i t s  young ones  a r e  out of d a n g e r ,  f l i e s  aw ay . 
(11. 82 - 9 1 ), the  b e a v e r s ,  who have  a  s o c ie ty  m o r e  h ig h ly  o r g a n i s e d  
th a n  th a t  of th e  p r im i t iv e  s a v a g e s ,  a n d  who c o n t r iv e  to  b u ild  d a m s ,  
b r id g e s  an d  the  type  of h o u s e s  th e y  n e ed  (11. 92 -  115). A t th i s  po in t
L a  F o n ta in e  d ra w s  a  te n ta t iv e  c o n c lu s io n  :
Q ue c e s  c a s t o r s  ne so ien t q u 'u n  c o r p s  v ide  ÿ ^ g s p r i t .
J a m a i s  on ne  p o u r r a  m 'o b l ig e r  a le  c r o i r e .
T h e n  th e  poe t goes  on to quote h is  fo u r th  e x a m p le ,  n a m e ly ,  th a t  of
th e  P o l i s h  b o u b ak s  who, f r o m  one g e n e r a t io n  to  the  n e x t ,  w age  b loody
w a r s  a g a in s t  t h e i r  e n e m ie s  on th e  o th e r  s ide  of the  b o r d e r ,  w a r s  th a t
a r e  c o n d u c ted  a c c o rd in g  to  w e l l - l a id  p lan s  and  s t r a t a g e m s :
204, L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 147, 11. 76 -7 8 .
205. I b i d . ,  11. 114 - 115.
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C o rp s  de g a rd e  av an c e ,  v e d e t t e s ,  e sp io n s .
E m b u s c a d e s ,  p a r t i s ,  e t  m i l le  in v en tio n s  
D 'u n e  p e r n ic ie u s e  et m a u d i te  s c ie n c e ,
F i l l e  du Styx e t m è r e  des  h é r o s .
E x e r c e n t  de c e s  a n im a u x  
L e  b ons  sen s  et! l 'e x p é r i e n c e .
P o u r  c h a n te r  l e u r s  c o m b a ts ,  1'A c h e ro n  nous  d e v r a i t  
R e n d r e  H o m è r e .  Ah: s ' i l  le  r e n d a i t ____
W ith th i s  v i ta l  ev id en c e  o u r  poe t y ie ld s  the  f lo o r  to  th e  r iv a l  of E p i ­
c u r u s ,  D e s c a r t e s ,  an d  c h a l le n g e s  h im  to  c o m m e n t  on th e s e  c a s e s  :
Q ue d i r a i t  ce d e r n i e r  s u r  c e s  e x am p le  s - c i  ?
Ce que j ' a i  d é jà  d it  : q u 'au x  b ê te s  la  nature 
P e u t  p a r  l e s  s e u ls  r e s s o r t s  o p e r e r  to u t  c e c i ;
Q ue l â / m é m o i r e  e s t  c o r p o r e l le ;
E t  que , p o u r  en  v e n i r  aux  e x e m p le s  d iv e r s  
Q ue j ' a i  m i s  en jo u r  dans  c e s  v e r s .
L 'a n i m a l  n 'a  b e s o in  que d ' e l l e . ^^7
*
T h e  r e f e r e n c e  to  D e s c a r t e s  a s  E p i c u r u s '  r iv a l  (1.138) r a t h e r  
th a n  th a t  of G a s s e n d i  h a s  a  s t r a t e g i c  im p l ic a t io n .  I t  r e v e a l s  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  a w a r e n e s s  of h is  m o d e l ' s  s o u rc e  of in te l le c tu a l  s t r e n g th ,  a n d  of 
th e  fa c t  th a t  a l though  G a ss e n d i  en joyed  c o n s id e ra b le  r e s p e c t  am ong h i s  
c o n te m p o r a r i e s ,  he w as  by  no m e a n s  D e s c a r t e s '  in te l l e c tu a l  eq u a l .  
E p ic u r u s  h a s  a  b e t t e r  c la im  to  th is  h o n o u r  th an  G a s s e n d i .  W hat o u r  
poet i s  t r y in g  to  pu t a c r o s s  h e r e  i s  th e  fa c t  th a t  b y  o p pos ing  D e s c a r t e s ,  
he  is  no t m e r e l y  ap in g  G a sse n d i ,  bu t d raw in g  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  a n  
e q u a l ly  g r e a t  and  r e s p e c t e d  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  n a m e ly ,  E p i c u r u s .  T h e  r e c o g ­
n i t io n  of th e  l a t t e r  a s  a  d is t in g u is h e d  m o r a l  p h i lo s o p h e r  w as  w id e s p r e a d  
in  the  sec o n d  h a l f  of the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y  an d  h i s  n a m e  w as  qu o ted  
a s  a  ju s t i f i c a t io n  f o r  v a r io u s  a t t i tu d e s  and  w ays  of l i f e .  E p i c u r u s ,  i t
w i l l  be r e c a l l e d ,  b a s e s  h is  s y s te m  upon the ev id en c e  of e x p e r ie n c e
r a t h e r  th a n  a b s trac t  r e a s o n in g .  It is  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  
F o n t a i n e 's  a r g u m e n t  is  ab u n d an tly  i l l u s t r a t e d  w ith  e x a m p le s  d ra w n  f r o m  
w hat e x p e r ie n c e  h a s  shown to be the  t r u e  n a tu re  of a n im a l s .  T o  th e  
e p iso d e  of the  P o l i s h  b o u b ak s ,  the  poe t adds  ye t a n o th e r  s t r ik in g  e x a m p ­
le ,  L e s  deux R a t s ,  le R e n a r d  et l 'Œ u f . T he  in g e n u i ty  w ith  w hich  the  
two r a t s ,  m e n t io n e d  in  th i s  s to ry ,  t r a n s p o r t  a n  egg  c an n o t be  e x p la in e d  
aw ay  by  r e f e r e n c e  to m e r e  m e c h a n ic a l  a d a p ta t io n .  T h e  o p e ra t io n  i s ,  f o r  
o u r  p oe t,  a  c l e a r  p ro o f  of som e m e a s u r e  of in te l l ig e n c e ,  th u s  p ro v in g
206. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 147, 11. 116 -123 . Cf. 11. 124 -  137.
207 . I b i d . , 11. 138 - 144. Cf. 11. 145 - 178.
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th a t  a n im a l s  a r e  no t ju s t  a u to m a ta  devoid  of a l l  fe e l in g  and  s e n s a t io n  
an d  in te l l ig e n c e .  T he  v e h e m e n c e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  a r g u m e n t  i s  r e f l e c ­
ted  in  th e  e m p h a t ic  tone  of the  ch a l len g e  w hich  he th ro w s  to  the  c a r te ­
s ia n s  a t  th e  end of th e s e  e x a m p le s  :
Q u 'o n  m 'a i l le  s o u te n i r  a p r è s  un te l  r é c i t ,
Q ue le s  b ê te s  n 'o n t  po in t d 'e s p r i t .
T h is  o p p o s i t io n  is  p ro fo u n d  and to ta l  and  r e v e a l s  th e  p o e t 's  deep  ;p e r -  
so n a l  in v o lv e m e n t  w ith  the  c a r t e s i a n  th e o r y  of a n im a l  a u to m a t i s m .  L a  
F o n ta in e  h a s  to  f ig h t  and re fu te  it  i f  h is  l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r p i e c e ,  the  
F  ab le  s , an d  h is  own co n cep tio n  of m a n  and  the  u n iv e r s e  a r e  to  s ta n d ,
F  r o m  th e  r a t i o n a l i s t i c  po in t of v ie w  too, he  f inds  th e  d o c t r in e  of th e  
c a r t e s i a n s  in d e fe n s ib le .  A s y s te m  w hich  d e n ie s  a n y  f o r m  o f .  sou l,  
f e e l in g  and  s e n s a t io n  to  the  a n im a l s ,  s e e m s  to  h im  To be  gu il ty  of a  
s e r io u s  e r r o r  of m e th o d .  F o r ,  in  th is  p a r t i c u l a r  c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  a s  in  
o t h e r s ,  th e  only  r e a s o n a b le  w ay  to  a s c e r t a i n  the  t r u t h  w ould  be to  
tm c e  v is ib le  e f fe c ts  to  t h e i r  p ro b a b le  c a u s e s .  S ince  a n im a ls  b eh av e  a s  
if  th e y  a r e  c a p a b le  of thought, in d u c t iv e  lo g ic ,  w o rs h ip p e d  b y  D e s c a r t e s  
h im s e l f ,  fo r b id s  see in g  th e m  as  no m o r e  th a n  p ie c e s  of a u to m a ta ,  
o th e r w is e  one cou ld  a s  w e ll  re n o u n c e  a l l  fa i th  in  e x p e r im e n ta l  t r u t h  
a n d  a c c e p t  the  p ro p o s i t io n  th a t  God is  d ece iv in g  u s .  T h i s  i s  th e  c u l ­
m in a t in g  po in t in  th e  s e r i e s  of c o n t r a s t s  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  b u i ld s  up 
a g a in s t  D e s c a r t e s .  T h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  th is  l a s t  p a ra d o x ,  b y  h i t t in g  
a t  the  v e r y  fo u n d a tio n  of the  o p p o n e n t 's  a rg u m e n t ,  n a m e ly ,  h i s  m e th o d i ­
c a l  r e a s o n in g ,  i s  in te n d e d  to  d e a l  the  m o s t  d e v a s ta t in g  blow of a l l  t o  
th e  c a r t e s i a n  s y s te m .
H av ing  th u s  r e fu te d  the  opposing  th e o ry ,  o u r  p oe t p r o c e e d s  to  
p ro p o u n d  h i s  own d o c t r in e  of so u l .  A s  a p re lu d e  to  t h i s ,  he  d e f in e s  
th e  so u l  in  th e  s a m e  w ay th a t  h is  m o d e ls  h av e  d one . F o r  h im ,  a s  f o r  
E p i c u r u s ,  G a s s e n d i  and B e r n i e r ,  the  a n im a l  sou l i s  th e  p r in c ip le  of
life  and  in te l l ig e n c e  in  the  a n im a l;  i t  i s  a su b tle  s u b s ta n c e  s i m i l a r  in
n a tu r e  to  a f la m e  of f i r e  :
. . . . u n e  m o r c e a u  de m a t i è r e .
Q ue l 'o n  ne  p o u r r a i t  p lus  c o n c e v o ir  s a n s  e f fo r t .
Q u in te s s e n c e  d 'a to m e ,  e x t r a i t  de la  lu m iè r e .
J e  ne  s a i s  quoi p lus v if  et p lus  m o b i le  e n c o r  
Q ue le  feu; c a r  enfin , s i  le  b o is  fa i t  la  f l a m m e .
L a  f la m m e ,  en  s 'é p u r a n t ,  p e u t - e l le  p a s  de l 'â m e
N ous d o n n e r  quelque  id e e?
208. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 147, 11. 197 - 198,
209. I b i d . ,  11. 207 - 213.
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A f te r  d e fin in g  th i s  b a s ic  l i fe  s u b s ta n c e ,  w hich  a l l  l iv in g  th in g s  s h a r e  
in  c o m m o n , L a  F o n ta in e  goes  f u r t h e r  to  d e s c r ib e  the  w ay  in  w h ich  
he  th in k s  the  s u b s ta n c e  is  d i s t r ib u te d  am ong  v a r io u s  c r e a t u r e s .  A n i ­
m a l s  h a v e  a  so u l  i n f e r i o r  to  th a t  of m an . and , co n se q u e n t ly ,  a  l e s s e r  
d e g r e e  of in te l l ig e n c e  th a n  m e n .  A n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e  is  c o m p a r a b le  
to  th a t  of l i t t l e  b a b ie s .  The l a t t e r  th ink , a lthough  th e y  m a y  n o t be  
a w a r e  of the  f a c t  th a t  th e y  a r e  th in k in g . I t  would be m o s t  f a l l a c io u s
to  co n c lu d e  f r o m  th i s  th a t  l i t t l e  b a b ie s  have  no in te l l ig e n c e  a t  a l l
T he  a n a lo g y  d ra w n  b e tw ee n  the  in te l l ig e n c e  of the  a n im a l s  a n d  
th a t  of l i t t l e  c h i ld r e n  fo llow s G a s s e n d i 's  a n s w e r  to  D e s c a r te s *  c o n te n ­
t io n  th a t  on ly  a  c r e a t u r e  c o n sc io u s  of i t s  own th o u g h ts  can  be  s a id  to  
p o s s e s s  a  so u l .  W ith a  touch  of i ro n y ,  G a sse n d i  d e c l a r e s  th a t  the  
p r o c e s s  of though t i s  going on even  w hen  a b ab y  is  in  the  w o m b . He 
w r i t e s  :
J e  ne d is  r i e n  de ce q u 'o n  p en se  dans  le  s e in  m a t e r n e l :
s i  l 'e m b r y o n  y p e n se  que lque  c h o se ,  i l  ne  semble g u e re
que ce  p u is s e  ê t r e  n: au  c ie l ,  n i  a  la  t e r r e ,  n i a  la  . ^   ^  ^ ... .l u m ie r e ;  n i  a. ,.#8n mi^opre c o r p s ,  n i a  son a m e ,  n i a
r i e n  d 'a u t r e  qui p u is s e  ê t r e  so it  a  l ' i n t e r i e u r  so it  a 
l ' e x t e r i e u r  de c e s  en v e lo p p es ;  m a i s  tou t au p lu s  a  
l 'a b o n d a n c e  ou au  m an q u e  d 'a l im e n t ,  a  la  c o m m o d ité  
ou a  la  gêne de sa  p o s i t io n ,  e t  a  q u e lq u es  r a r e s  c h o se s  
de ce  g e n re  qui c o n c e rn e n t  s u r to u t  le  to u c h e r ,  . . . .  le  
r a p p e l  d e s  p e n se e s  que l ' e s p r i t  a  e u es  d e p u is  to u t  le  
t e m p s  q u ' i l  a  e te  jo in t  au  c o r p s  r e q u ie r t  que c e r t a in e s  
t r a c e s  de c e s  p e n s e e s  so ien t  im p r im é e s  dans  le  c e r ­
v e a u ,  t r a c e s  v e r s  l e s q u e l l e s  l ' e s p r i t  v en an t  a  se  
t o u r n e r  ou a s 'a p p l iq u e r ,  i l  se souvient;, i l  n 'y  a  
r i e n  d 'e x t r a o r d i n a i r e  s i  le  c e r v e a u  d 'u n  en fan t  ou 
d 'u n  lé th a rg iq u e  e s t  im p r o p r e  a  r e c e v o i r  de t e l l e s  
t r a c e s . 2 1 0  '
A do p tin g  th i s  t r e n d  of thought. L a  F o n ta in e  a r g u e s  th a t  the  f a c t  th a t  
a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e ,  l ike  th a t  of a  l i t t l e  baby, is  no t s u f f ic ie n t ly  d e ­
v e lo p e d  to  r e n d e r  the  a n im a ls  c o n sc io u s  of t h e i r  own th o u g h ts ,  i s  no 
ju s t i f i c a t io n  f o r  a s s u m in g  th a t  a n im a ls  a r e  no m o r e  th a n  a  m e r e  s e t  
of s p r in g s .
210 .  G a s s e n d i ,  P . ,  D i s q u i s i t i o  m etap hys ica    pp.  128 -  130 .
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P o u r  m o i ,  s i  j ' e n  é ta i s  le  m a î t r e .
J e  l e u r  en  d o n n e ra is  auss^i b ie n  q u 'au x  e n fa n ts .
C e u x - c i  p e n s e n t - i l s  pas  d e s  l e u r s  p lus  j e u n e s  a n s ?
Q ue lqu  un peut donc p e n s e r  ne se pouvant c o n n a î t r e .
P a r  un e x em p le  tou t éga l,
J ' a t t r i b u e r a i s  a  l 'a n i m a l .
N on po in t une r a i s o n  s e lo n  n o t r e  m a n i é r é .
M a is  b eau c o u p  p lus  a u s s i  q u 'u n  aveu g le  r e s s o r t .
A s  f o r  m e n ,  co n t in u e s  the  poet, th e y  p o s s e s s ,  in  a d d i t io n  to  th is  
m a t e r i a l  so u l  c o m m o n ly  s h a r e d  b y  a l l  l iv ing  th in g s ,  a n  i m m a t e r i a l  o r  
s p i r i t u a l  so u l .  T he  l a t t e r  a c c o u n ts  f o r  m a n 's  in te l l e c tu a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  
o v e r  th e  lo w e r  a n im a ls  a s  w e ll  a s  g ives  h im  a  d u a l  n a tu r e  : m a t e r i a l  
a n d  s p i r i t u a l .
A I ’e g a r d  de nous  a u t r e s  h o m m e s ,  ■ ; ,
J e  f e r a i s  n o t r e  lo t in f in im en t  p lus  fo r t ;
N ous a u r io n s  un double  t r é s o r  :
L ’un, c e t t e  a m e  p a r e i l l e  en  to u s  ta n t  que nous  s o m m e s .  
S a g e s ,  fous , e n fa n ts ,  id io ts .
H ô te s  de l 'u n i v e r s ,  sous  le  n o m  d 'an im aux ;
L 'a u t r e ,  e n c o re  une a u t r e  â m e ,  e n t r e  n ous  e t  l e s  a n g e s  
C om m une  en  un c e r t a i n  d e g r é .
H e r e  a g a in .  L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  a  c o n sc ie n t io u s  e f fo r t  to  c o n fo rm  to  
G a s s e n d i 's  d o c t r in e  of d u a l is m  of the  h u m a n  so u l .  T he  g ra n t in g  of a  
s p i r i t u a l  so u l  to m a n  s e e m s  to  be  th e  only  m e e t in g  po in t b e tw ee n  th e  
c a r t e s i a n s  and  the  g a s s e n d i s t s ,  f o r  bo th  s id e s  a g r e e  th a t  m a n  is  e n ­
dow ed w ith  a s u p e r n a tu r a l  sou l.  B y  adop ting  th is  d u a l i s m ,  o u r  p o e t  
a u to m a t ic a l ly  a c c e p ts  the  r e s u l t a n t  v i s u a l iz a t io n  of a  s c a le  of b e in g s ,  
b a s e d  upon  the  h i e r a r c h y  of c r e a t u r e s ,  w hich  G a s s e n d i  v i s u a l i z e s  in  
n a tu r e .  F o l lo w in g  th is ,  the poet c o n c e iv e s  a  con tin u o u s  s c a le  of c r e a ­
t u r e s ,  a t  the  b a s e  of w hich  a r e  the  o y s te r s ;  b e tw ee n  th e s e  a n d  an  
a v e r a g e  m a n  a r e  the  o th e r  a n im a ls ,  su ch  a s  the  b e a v e r s ;  above  the  
a v e r a g e  m a n  a r e  s i tu a te d  m e n  of g en iu s ,  l ik e  D e s c a r t e s  h im s e l f ,  who 
ta k e  t h e i r  p la ce  be low  the  an g e ls  o r  p u re  s p i r i t s .  T h e r e  i s  t h e r e f o r e  
a h i e r a r c h y  of in te l l ig e n c e s  f r o m  the  lo w e s t  b r u te  to  th e  d iv in i ty .
E a c h  d e g r e e  of sou l, f ix ed  w ith in  th e  l im i t s  d e f in e d  by  i t s  s p e c if ic  
d i f f e r e n c e ,  m a y  exp lo it  m o r e  and m o r e  fu l ly  i t s  c a p a c i ty ,  bu t  a lw ay s  
w ith in  th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  of th e s e  l i m i t s .  T he  a n im a l  m in d  r e v e a l s  i t s  
l im i t a t i o n s  in  th a t  it cannot p e rc e iv e  a b s t r a c t  id e a s  n o r  co n ce iv e  of
211. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 148, F a b l e s , IX, D is c o u r s  a M m e ,  de
L a  S a b l ie r e  , 11. 119 - 206.
212. I b i d . ,  11. 218 - 225.
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God, r e l ig io n  a n d  m o r a l i t y .  But i t  p a r t i c ip a t e s  in  the  f a c u l ty  of 
th o ugh t w ith o u t  be in g  a w a re  of i t .
O r  v ous  sa v e z ,  I r i s ,  de c e r t a in e  s c ie n c e .
Q ue , quand  l a  b ê te  p e n s e r a i t .
L a  b ê te  ne r é f l é c h i r a i t  
S u r  l 'o b je t  n i ' s u r  sa  p e n s é e .
L a  F o n ta in e  h e r e  ends  h is  a r g u m e n t  in  th is  d i s c o u r s e  on e x a c t ly  th e  
s a m e  n o te  a s  G a s s e n d i .
T h e  a t t a c k  on c a r t e  s i a n i s m  is  con tin u ed  b y  o u r  poe t in  L e s
S o u r is  e t le  C h a t -h u a n t  . H e r e ,  he  f i r s t  n a r r a t e s  the  s to r y  a s  i t  w as
r e l a t e d  to  h im  b y  B e r n i e r .  A f te r  n a r r a t i n g  the  e p iso d e  (11.10 - 15)
he  a f f i r m s  e x p l ic i t ly  th a t
C et o i s e a u  r a i s o n n a i t ,  i l  fau t  q u 'o n  le  c o n fe s s e .
F o l lo w in g  th i s  a f f i r m a t io n  is  ye t a n o th e r  c h a l len g e ,  defy ing  the  o p pos ing
c a m p  to  show  th a t  the  a d m ira b le  f o r e s ig h t  ex h ib i te d  b y  the  taw n y  owl
i s  the  so le  r e s u l t  of the  a c t io n  of a  s e r i e s  of b l in d  m e c h a n ic a l  s p r in g s
such  a s  one w ould  ex p ec t  to  f in d  in  a  c l o c k . . If  th e  conduct of th is
owl d o es  no t r e f l e c t  a n  e le m e n t  of r e a s o n  and  in te l l ig e n c e ,  th en  the  t r u e
m e a n in g  of r e a s o n  i s  ye t to  be  d e f in ed .
Si ce  n ' e s t  p a s  la  r a i s o n n e r .
L a  r a i s o n  m'.e s t  c h o se  in co n n u e . ^
One can n o t h e lp  a d m ir in g  th e  d e l ic a c y  and  c o m p e l l in g  f o r c e  of 
r e a s o n in g  w ith  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  d i s c u s s e s  th is  p r o b le m .  T he  d o c t r in e  
of a u to m a t i s m  d e f in e s  a  p r e d ic a m e n t  f o r  w hich  no so lu tio n  c o m e s  r e a d i ­
ly  to  h a n d .  In  the  t r a d i t io n a l  s c a le  of c r e a t e d  th in g s  f r o m  m a t t e r  to  
s p i r i t ,  m a n 's  p o s i t io n  above the  a n im a ls  and  b e low  th e  a n g e ls  i s  qu ite  
s e c u r e .  T he  c a r t e s i a n  d u a l i s m ,  in  one s e n s e ,  d e s t r o y s  th is  h i e r a r c h y ,  
bu t s a f e ly  p la c e s  m a n 's  sou l above p h y s ic a l  n a tu r e .  H o w ev e r ,  w hen  
the  r e l a t i o n  of m e n  and  a n im a ls  i s  e n v isa g e d  in  t e r m s  of th i s  d u a l i s m ,  
t h e r e  i s  th e  d a n g e r  th a t  too m u c h  m a y  be d i s c o v e r e d  o r  p ro v e d .  M an 
m ig h t  lo s e  h is  u n iq u e n e s s  in  c r e a t io n .  In  so f a r  a s  i t  can  be  show n 
th a t  m a n  p o s s e s s e s  p o w e rs  and  s k i l l s  no t g ra n te d  to  the  a n im a l s ,  th en  
a t l e a s t ,  th i s  m u c h  is  f ixed , n a m e ly ,  th a t  the  a n im a l  soul, i f  t h e r e  is  
one , m u s t  be of an  o r d e r  d i f f e r e n t  f r o m  the  h u m a n  so u l .  O n  th e  o th e r  
han d , t h e  m o r e  s u c c e s s f u l ly  physio logy , b io logy  an d  n e u r o lo g y  c an  e x -
213. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 14%, 11, 61 - 64.
214. Ib id .  p. 161, X I , -9 , 1. 16.
215. I b i d . ,  11. 32 - 33.
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p la in  m o r e  f a c ts  a s  due to m e c h a n i s m  the  l e s s  the  n e e d  fo r  a  so u l .  
S u c c e s s  in  d is p e n s in g  w ith  a n im a l  sou l,  h o w e v e r ,  p o s e s  p r e c i s e l y  the  
d a n g e r  th a t  th e  s a m e  a rg u m e n t  w ould  be ex ten d ed  to  m a n ,  to  the  u n ­
d e r m in in g  of h is  c la im s  to  the  p o s s e s s io n  of an  i m m o r t a l  so u l .  G a s ­
s e n d i 's  h y p o th e s i s ,  a s  ado p ted  by  L a  F o n ta in e ,  i s  an  a t te m p t  to  e s ­
cap e  th i s  d i le m m a  a s  w e ll  a s  an  in te l l ig e n t  e f fo r t  to  r e c o n c i le  th e  old 
and  the  n ew . I t  w as  t h e r e f o r e  r e a d i ly  a c c e p ta b le  to th o s e  who w e r e  
i m p r e s s e d  by  the  w isd o m  of the  b e a v e r s ,  the  b e e s  an d  the  a n t s ,  bu t 
w e re  w o r r i e d  abou t the  p o s s ib i l ty  of th e  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  c o n cep t  of so u l  
b e in g  a p p l ie d  to  th e  h u m an  so u l .  T h e  m e r i t  of o u r  p o e t 's  p o s i t io n  in  
the  a r g u m e n t  i s  th a t  h is  d o c t r i n e  p ro p o s e s  a  so lu t io n  w hich  does  j u s ­
t i c e  to  . the  a n im a l s  w ithou t e n c ro a c h in g  upon h u m a n  p r e r o g a t i v e s .  One 
c a n  t h e r e f o r e  s a y  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e 's  d e fen ce  of th e  g a s s e n d i s t  d o c t r in e  
of a n im a l  so u l  i s  one of h is  s ig n if ic a n t  c o n tr ib u t io n s  to  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
l i t e r a t u r e ,  an d  f o r  the  in te l le c tu a l  in s p i r a t io n  u s e d  in  th is  d e fe n ce ,  the  
p o e t  ow es m u c h  g ra t i tu d e  to  the  g a s s e n d i s t  in te l l e c tu a l s  g a th e r e d  a ro u n d  
M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  B e r n i e r .
In  one of h is  a r t i c l e s  on L a  F o n ta in e 's  D is c o u r s  à  M m e , de 
L a  S a b l i e r e , p u b l ish e d  in  1935 - 36, H e n r i  B us so n  c h a l le n g e s  the  
c r e d i t  g iven  to  B e r n i e r  a s  an  in f lu en ce  on L a  F o n ta in e 's  th in k in g  on 
the  D e s  c a r t e s - G a s s e n d i  c o n t r o v e r s y  o v e r  a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e .  B u s s o n  
m a in ta in s  th a t  o u r  p o e t 's  id e a s  an d  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd s  th e  s u b je c t  w e r e  
in f lu en c ed  m o r e  by  the  w r i t in g s  of H a rd ie s  and  D u H a m e l  th a n  by  
B e r n i e r ' s  g a s s e n d i s t  ph ilosophy . He a r g u e s  th a t  the  w o rk s  of H a rd ie s  
an d  Du H a m e l ,  on accoun t of t h e i r  f o r m a t  and  s iz e  (both  w o rk s  a r e  
qu ite  h andy), s e e m  to  have b e en  m o r e  e a s i ly  a c c e s s ib l e  to  o u r  p o e t
th a n  th e  e ig h t-v o lu m e  co m p en d iu m  of G a s s e n d i 's  p h ilo so p h y , p u b l ish e d
, _  . 216 by  B e r n i e r .
H o w e v e r ,  w hat B u ss o n  a p p e a r s  to  have  o v e r lo o k e d  i s  th e  fa c t  
th a t  B e r n i e r ' s  in f lu en ce  on L a  F o n ta in e  d o es  n o t  d e r iv e  f r o m  books  
a s  su ch ,  bu t  f r o m  p e r s o n a l  c o n tac t .  I t  w as  t h e r e f o r e  m o r e  d i r e c t ,  
m o r e  e f fe c t iv e  an d  n a tu r a l ly  m o r e  la s t in g  th a n  an y th in g  the  p oe t cou ld  
have  r e a d  f r o m  books on the  su b je c t .  He d i s c u s s e d  a  lo t  of c o n te m ­
p o r a r y  in te l l e c tu a l  p ro b le m s  w ith  B e r n i e r  w hile  both  of th e m  w e re  
l iv in g  to g e th e r  a s  g u e s ts  of M m e. de L a  S a b l i e r e .  O u r  p oe t t n e r e f o r e
2 1 6  B usson , H . , " D is c o u rs  à M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e " ;  a r t ic le^  p u b l is h e d  ^
in  R e v u e  d 'H is to i r e  l i t t é r a i r e  de F r a n c e ,  H a r i s ,  193b, pp. 1 - 3 2 . ' ' ’
Cf. I b id . ,  1936, pp. 257, 631 -  636.
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did  no t n e ed  to  r e a d  the  e igh t v o lu m e s  of B e r n i e r ’s w o rk  in  o r d e r  
to  u n d e r s t a n d  G a s s e n d i 's  ph ilo so p h y  on a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e .  He h e a r d  
d i r e c t  f r o m  one who h e a r d  f r o m  G a ss e n d i ,  and  th a t  w as  B e r n i e r .  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  i t  is  known th a t  w h e n e v e r  L a  F o n ta in e  h a d  the  op tio n  
of g e t t in g  the  f a c t s  he  h eed e d  f r o m  book re a d in g  o r  f r o m  o r a l  d i s ­
c u s s io n ,  h e  u s u a l ly  p r e f e r r e d  the  l a t t e r ,  w hich  he  n a tu r a l ly  found
m o r e  e n jo y a b le ,  c o n v e r s a t io n  being  one of the  im p o r ta n t  i n g r e d ie n t s
of " v o lu p té " .  H is  re la t io n s h ip  w ith  B e r n i e r  w as  n o t  b a s e d  upon  d i s ­
c u s s io n s  a lo n e  bu t  upon a c lo se  f r ie n d s h ip  w hich  g e n e r a te d  a  lo t  of
m u tu a l  c o n f id en ce  and  u n d e rs ta n d in g  b e tw een  th e m .  T h u s  L o u is  R o c h e  
s e e s  in  B e r n i e r ' s  a m ic a b le  d is p o s i t io n  no t on ly  the  m a in  c a u s e  of L a  
F o n ta in e 's  a t t a c h m e n t  to h im  but a l s o  a  s o u rc e  of g r e a t  d e l ig h t  f o r  
th e  p o e t .
Sa^ c o n v e r s a t io n  d an s  l ' in t im i té  s e r a  p o u r  n o t r e  *
po e te  u n  a g r é m e n t  de to u s  le s  jo u r s ;  e t  l 'o n  peu t
l e s  v o i r  t r è s  souven t l 'u n  p r è s  de l ' a u t r e ,  l a  jo l ie
f ig u r e  de B e r n i e r  p r e s  du g ra n d  nez  de L a  F o n ta in e ,
to u s  deux  con ten t d 'e c h a n g e r  l e u r s  m e d i t a t io n s ,  de
s 'e n t e n d r e  s i  b ie n  s u r  la  v ie ;  e t m ê m e  quand  i l s  ne 
d i s e n t  r i e n ,  h e u re u x  d 'ê t r e  e n s e m b le .  ^
T h u s ,  w hen  L a  F o n ta in e  d i s c u s s e s ,  a s  he  does  in  L a  S o u r is  m e ta m o r -
. T
p h o se e  en  F i l l e , th e  B ra h m in ic  d o c t r in e  of a  s in g le  W o r ld -S o u l  o r  th e
P y th a g o re a n  t h e o r y  of t r a n s m i g r a t i o n  of so u ls ,  he  i s  no t so  m u c h
quo ting  f r o m  books  a s  re c o u n t in g  the  g is t  of h is  d i s c u s s io n s  w ith  h i s
f r i e n d  a ro u n d  th e  f i r e s id e  in  th e  h o u se  of M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e .  I t
i s  no w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  W a lc k e n a e r ,  c o m m e n tin g  on th i s  a s p e c t
of o u r  p o e t 's  r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  B e r n i e r ,  w r i t e s  :
O n a v a i t  pub lie  de p a r t  e t d 'a u t r e ,  des  t r a i t e s  que 
L a  F o n ta in e  n 'a v a i t  p a s  lu s .  M ais  i l  a v a i t  chez  
M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie r e ,  en ten d u  d é b a t t r e  c e s  m a t i è r e s  
p a r  B e r n i e r  e t  p a r  d 'a u t r e s  s av a n ts ;  e t  c o m m e  une 
t e l l e  q u e s t io n  l ' i n t e r e s s a i t  v iv e m e n t ,  i l  y r ê v a  de
so n  c o te ,  e t vou lu  a u s s i  en  p a r l e r ,  m a i s  a  s a  m an ie rez
e t d an s  son  lan g ag e  n a tu r e l ,  c ' e s t - a - d i r e  en  v e r s .  ^
A nd  M en jo t  d 'E lb e n n e  c o n f i rm s  th a t
L a  F o n ta in e  n 'a v a i t  p a s  lu s e s  t r a i t e s ,  m a i s  i l  l e s  
a v a i t  en ten d u  d i s c u t e r  chez  son  a m ie  p a r  B e r n i e r  e t  
p a r  M en jo t ,  t r è s  o p p o ses  a  D e s c a r t e s .  9
217. R o c h e ,  L , , O p. C i t . , pp. 245 - 246.
218. W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . G . ,  Op. C i t . ,  p p .  161-162 .
219. M en jo t  d 'E lb e n n e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 8 6 .
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In  v iew  of th e  o v e rw h e lm in g  e v id en c e ,  p ro v id e d  b y  the  op in ion  of L a
F o n ta in e  s c h o l a r s  and by th e  c o m m e n ts  of the  p o e t  h im s e l f ,  i t  is
d if f icu l t  to  den y  th e  d o m in an ce  of B e r n i e r ' s  in f lu en ce  on o u r  p o e t 's
22 0a t t i tu d e  to  th e  c a r t e s i a n  d o c t r in e . F o r  e x a m p le .  L a  F o n ta in e  w a s
p r e s e n t  w hen B e r n i e r  n a r r a t e d  th e  s to r y  of the  taw ny  owl, quo ted
e a r l i e r  in  o u r  c h a p te r  on the  c i r c l e  of M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e .  T he
poet d o e s  no t f a i l  to  e m p h a s iz e  th e  f a c t  th a t  the  s to r y  w as no t d e r iv e d
f r o m  a n y  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  o r  f r o m  p h i lo so p h ic a l  b o o k s .  H e d e c l a r e s
C e c i  n ' e s t  point une fa b le ,  e t  la  ch o se  quoique
m erv e il leu s^ e  et p re s q u e  in c ro y a b le ,  e s t  v é r i t a b l e ­
m e n t  a r r i v é e . -
T h is  s u g g e s t s  th a t  B e r n i e r ,  in  t e l l in g  the  s to ry ,  t r e a t e d  i t  no t a s  a 
p ie c e  of f ic t io n  p ick ed  up f r o m  a book, but a s  a  r e a l  ev en t .  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e ' s  o p p o s i t io n  to  c a r t e  s ia n i s m  i s  t h e r e f o r e  a n  in te l le c tu a l  a t t i tu d e  
a c q u i r e d  m a in ly  f r o m  the  p r o - G a s s e n d i  a tm o s p h e r e  of M m e. de L a  
S a b l i e r e 's  s a lo n .
H av ing  th u s  e s ta b l i s h e d  and  d e fen d ed  th e  p o s i t io n  of a n im a ls  
in  th e  h i e r a r c h y  of c r e a te d  th in g s ,  the  poe t h a s  no t on ly  r e m a in e d  
c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  h is  p ro v id e n t ia l i s t  d o c tr in e  to  th e  e ffe c t  th a t  a l l  c r e a ­
t u r e s  r e c e iv e  due a t te n t io n  f r o m  P r o v id e n c e ,  bu t  he  h a s  a l s o  s e c u r e d  
the  fo u n d a t io n  of h i s  m o r a l  ph ilo so p h y  a s  s e e n  in  the  F  ab le  s . T h e  
m a t u r i t y  of h i s  th in k in g  is  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in th e  b r i l l i a n t  w ay  h e  p r o ­
p o s e s  a  so lu t io n  to  a  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  p ro b le m  b y  ado p tin g  a  d o c t r in e  
w h ich  d o es  j u s t i c e  to  both  m e n  a n d  a n im a l s .  H is  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p ­
m e n t ,  h i s  s a g a c io u s ,  w it ty  m in d ,  i s  y e t  to r e c e iv e  a  g r e a t e r  s t i m u l a ­
t io n  in  a n  e f fo r t  to  go f r o m  p h i lo so p h ic a l  to s c ie n t i f ic  d i s c o u r s e ,  m a d e  
in  th e  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a .
220. J a s i n s k i ,  R . ,  "S u r  la  p h ilo soph ie  de L a  F o n ta in e  dans  le s  L i v r e s
VII à  XII d e s  F a b le s "  in  R evue  d 'H is to i r e  de l a  p h i lo so p h ie , 15 
d é c e m b r e ,  1933, pp. 316; -  330;; 15 ju i l l e t ,  1934, p p . 218 -242 ; an d  
B u ss o n ,  H . et Gohin, F . ,  Op. C i t . ,  p p . 24 - 29 .
221. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 161, F a b l e s , XI, 9, (E x p la n a to ry  N ote)
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P h i lo so p h y  to  S c ien tif ic  S p e c u la t io n  : L e  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a .
T h e  p u b l ic a t io n  of the  seco n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  w as  fo l lo w e d  
by  a n  i n t e r v a l  of fo u r  y e a r s  d u r in g  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  p u b l i s h e d  no 
know n w o rk  of m a j o r  im p o r ta n c e .  B ut th is  does  no t  m e a n  th a t  th e
I
poet w a s  in a c t iv e  a l l  the' t im e .  T h e  t r u t h  is  th a t  he  wab a l l  a long  
b u s y  a n d  w o rk in g ,  h is  e v e r  in v en tiv e  m in d  w as  s t i l l  p ro d u c in g  p i e c e s  
of p o e t r y  of v a r io u s  d e s c r ip t io n s ,  in c lu d in g  so m e  of th o se  th a t  a p p e a r e d  
in  the  tw e lf th  an d  l a s t  Book of f a b le s ,  bu t f o r  so m e  r e a s o n s  b e s t  know n 
to  h im ,  he  c h o se  not to  p u b lish  th e m  a t  the  t im e  th e y  w e re  c o m p o s e d .  
T h is  i s  no t s t r a n g e ,  fo r  it  i s  in  l in e  w ith  h is  u s u a l  p r a c t i c e ;  h e  d o e s  
i t  in  th e  c a s e s  of A don is  and P s y c h e  and  even  C ly m en e . I t  w a s  t h e r e ­
f o r e  no t  u n t i l  1682 th a t  he  gave the  re a d in g  public  y e t  a n o th e r  s u r p r i s e ,
F  o r  in s t e a d  of r e l e a s in g  a  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  o r  c o n te s  , a s  m a n y  of 
h i s  r e a d e r s  o b v io u s ly  e x p ec ted ,  the  p oe t d e m o n s t r a t e d  th e  g r e a t  h e ig h ts  
w h ich  h i s  in t e l l e c tu a l  d ev e lo p m en t h a d  a t ta in e d  by  c o m in g  out w ith  a  
long  p o e m  on a  s c ie n t i f ic  s u b je c t .  T h i s  w as  the  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a . 
T h u s  th e  e f fo r t  m a d e  in  the  D is c o u r s  à  M m e , de L a  S a b l iè r e  to  w r i t e  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  p o e t r y  i s  fo llow ed  up in  the  g e n re  of p o e m s  w ith  a n  a t ­
te m p t  a t  s c ie n t i f ic  s p e c u la t io n .
T h e  p r o je c t  of c o m p o s in g  th is  c o m p lex  p o em  w as  n o t  in i t i a t e d  
by L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f .  H aving  s u c c e s s f u l ly  c o m p le te d  and  p u b l is h e d  
th e  s e c o n d  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  w h ich  he  s e e m s  to  h av e  r e g a r d e d  a s  
th e  c l im a x  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  (XI, E p i lo g u e ) ,  h e  p ro b a b ly  w ould  n o t 
h a v e ,  on h i s  own, u n d e r ta k e n  to b o th e r  h i s  h e a d  w ith  so  s c ie n t i f ic  and  
c o m p l ic a te d  a  th e m e  a s  the  "Q u in q u in a" ,  w e re  i t  no t f o r  th e  p r e s s i n g  
r e q u e s t  to  .do so , m a d e  by  h is  f r i e n d  and 6)rmer prcfcectress, / th e  d u c h e s s e  
de B o u il lo n .
C 'e s t  p o u r  vous o b é i r ,  e t  non po in t p a r  m o n  cho ix .
Q u 'à  d e s  sujets  p ro fonds  j 'o c c u p e  m o n  g e n ie .
D is c ip le  de L u c rè c e  une seco n d e  fo is .
In  fa c t ,  th e  p o e t  e m b a r k s  upon w r i t in g  th is  p o em  w ith  s o m e  e le m e n t  of 
s c e p t i c i s m  ab o u t h is  own a b i l i ty  to  m a n ip u la te  su ch  a h ig h ly  s p e c ia l i z e d  
su b je c t ,  b e in g  n e i th e r  a  p r o f e s s io n a l  s c i e n t i s t  n o r  a  p h y s ic i a n  :
222 .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 373,  P o è m e  du Q u in q u in a , 11. 10 -  12 .
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J e  n e  v o u la is  c h a n te r  que le s  h é r o s  d 'E s o p e ;
P o u r  eux  s e u ls  en  m e s  v e r s  j ' in v o q u a is  Calliope^^
M êm e  j ' a l l a i s  c e s s e r ,  e t r e g a r d a i s  le  p o r t ____
But hav in g  ta k e n  o r  a c c e p te d  to tak e  the  b u ll  by  the  h o r n s ,  s a y s
d 'O l iv e t ,  o u r  p o e t  depended  p a r t ly  on what he h e a r d  f r o m  th e  s c i e n c e -
o r i e n ta te d  d i s c u s s io n s  am ong  M m e. de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  g u e s t s ,  n o ta b ly
B e r n i e r ,  an d  p a r t l y  on w hat he cou ld  g a th e r  f r o m  o th e r  s o u r c e s ,  fo r
th e  n e c e s s a r y  in s p i r a t io n .
D an s  so n  P o è m e  du Q u in q u in a , i l  d ev a it  l e s . t r a i t s  
de p h y s iq u e  q u ' i l  y a  p la c e s  m o in s  aux l i v r e s  q u 'a  
s e s  e n t r e t i e n s  av ec  B e r n i e r ,  le  g a s s e n d i s t e ,  qui 
lo g e a i t  c o m m e  lu i  chez  M m e. de L a  S a b l iè r e .
No nnè d e n ie s  th e  im p a c t  of B e r n i e r  on_.JL,a F o n ta in e 's  in te l le c tu a l  d e ­
v e lo p m e n t .  In d eed , we have  s p a r e d  no w o rd s  in e m p h a s iz in g  th i s  f a c t .  
B ut in  th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  poem , the  c r e d i t  w hich  d 'O l iv e t  g iv es  to  the  
g a s s e n d i s t  p h i lo s o p h e r  s e e m s  out of p ro p o r t io n  to  the  r e a l i t y  of the  
f a c t s ,  a s  show n in  th e  ev idence  p ro v id e d  by the  p o e m  i t s e l f .  A lthough  
M m e .  de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  g u e s ts ,  su ch  a s  M enjo t ,  B e r n i e r  and  o th e r s  i n ­
t r o d u c e d  L a  F o n ta in e  to  sc ie n t i f ic  d i s c u s s io n s ,  th i s  was net th e  m a in  f a c ­
t o r  th a t  a id e d  th e  po e t.  T h e r e  is  a l s o . t h e  f a c to r ,  of the  m o o d  of- the  
ep o ch  an d  i t s  a t t i tu d e  to  th'e su b je c t  of the  p o e m . But judg ing  f r o m  th e  
a c tu a l  te x t  of th e  w o rk ,  and c o m p a r in g  i t  w ith  so m e  o th e r  w o rk s  on 
q u in ine , f e v e r  and  the  c ircu lation  of the  b lood, p u b l ish e d  a t  th a t  epo ch , 
one can n o t av o id  the  co n c lu s io n  th a t  in  the  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a , L a  
F o n ta in e  ow es  h i s  in te l le c tu a l  in s p i r a t io n  to one m a j o r  s o u r c e ,  m o r e  
th a n  to  an y  o th e r ,  n a m e ly ,  the  fa m o u s  t r e a t i s e  by  h is  p h y s ic ia n  f r i e n d ,  
F r a n ç o i s  de M ongino t.  The  p o e t 's  id e a s  an d  r e f e r e n c e s ,  inc lu d in g  th e  
d e c is io n  to  fo c u s  h is  poem  on the  t h r e e  c lo se ly  r e l a t e d  th e m e s ,  m e n ­
t io n e d  a b o v e ,  fo llow  the p a t te r n  ad o p ted  by  M ongino t. We s h a l l ,  i n  th e  
c o u r s e  of th i s  c h a p te r ,  point out f u r t h e r  p ro o fs  of the  l a t t e r ' s  in f lu en ce  
on L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  t r e a tm e n t  of the  Q uinquina  , a s  we r e v ie w  the  v a r io u s  
f a c t o r s  th a t  c o n t r ib u te d  to cond ition  the  p o e t 's  th in k in g  on th e  s u b je c t .
A f te r  th e  som ew ha t ap o lo g e t ic  p ro lo g u e  o r  p r e a m b le  (11. 1 -  17) 
and  the  b r i e f  r e f le c t io n  on the  m y th o lo g ic a l  o r ig in  of su f fe r in g  an d  
d i s e a s e  (11. 18 - 54), L a  F o n ta in e  e n te r s  s t r a ig h t  upon h is  s u b je c t ,  w ith
223. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 373, IL 1 - 3.
224. D 'O l iv e t ,  O p . C i t . ,  t . I I , p . 306.
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a s t a t e m e n t  of th e  g e n e r a l  s i tu a t io n  a s  r e l a t e d  to  th e  s c o u r g e  of f e v e r  
a t  th e  t i m e .  We a r e  in tro d u ce d  to the  fa c t  th a t  f e v e r  w as  one of th e  
c o m m o n e s t  k i l le  r - d is  e a s e s  of the  t im e  th a t ,  a lthough  th e  p h y s ic ia n s  
found so m e  c r i t e r i a  fo r  iden tify ing  the  cond ition , i ts  r e a l  c a u s e  r e ­
m a in e d  a  s u b je c t  of s p e c u la t io n  :
L e  m a l  le  p lus  com m un , e t q u e lq u 'u n  m ê m e  a s s u r e  
Q ue s e u l  on le peu t d i r e  un  m a l ,  à  b ie n  p a r l e r .
C ’e s t  la  f i e v r e ,  a u t r e fo i s  e s p e r a n c e  t ro p  s u r e  
A C lo th  on, quand s e s  m a in s  se  l a s s a i e n t  de f i l e r .
N ous  en  a v io n s  en v a in  l 'o r ig in e  c h e r c h é e ;
On p r é d i s a i t  son c o u r s ,  on s a v a i t  so n  p r o g r è s .
O n d é t e r m in a i t  s e s  e ffe ts ;  o25 
M a i s - l a  c a u se  en é ta i t  c ac h é e .- i
T h e n  he  r e v ie w s  th e  v a r io u s  t h e o r i e s  on the  c a u s e  and  c h a r a c t e r  of 
th e  d i s e a s e ,  d w e ll in g  p a r t i c u l a r ly  upon the  h y p o th e s i s  of th e  sch o o l of 
though t w h ich  id e n t i f ie d  the  o r ig in  of f e v e r  w ith  th e  body  h u m o i î r s .  A c ­
c o rd in g  to  th i s  sch o o l,  f e v e r  h a s  i t s  s e a t  in th e  h u m o u r s .  T h e s e  a r e  
the  c e n t r e s  f r o m  w hich  v a p o u rs  m o v e  up to  th e  h e a r t .  T he  l a t t e r  d i s ­
t r i b u t e s  th e m  th ro u g h  the  a r t e r i e s  to  a l l  p a r t s  of th e  b o d y . If, h o w e v e r ,  
con tinue  th e  a d h e r e n t s  of th is  schoo l,  v a p o u rs  o r ig in a te  f r o m  a p a r t i c u ­
la r  h u m o u r ,  n a m e ly ,  the  b i l io u s  h u m o u r  o r  th e  b la c k  b i le ,  o r  i f  the  
h u m o u r  i s  o v e r - h e a t e d  due to one c a u s e  o r  a n o th e r ,  th e n  th e  e n t i r e  
b lo o d s t r e a m  is  p o iso n ed  by i t ,  r e s u l t in g  in  d i f f e r e n t  ty p e s  of f e v e r .
■ V  ' X
" L a  f i e v r e ,  d is a i t -o n ,  a son  s ieg e  au x  h u m e u r s .
I l  se  f a i t  un  fo y e r  qui p o u s se  s e s  v a p e u r s  
J u s q u 'a u  c o e u r  qui le s  d i s t r ib u e  
D an s  le  sang  dont la  m a s s e  en  e s t  b ie n tô t  im b u e .
C es  a m a s  e n f la m m e s ,  p e rn ic ie u x  t r é s o r s .
S u r  l ' a i l e  des  e s p r i t s  aux f a m i l l e s  e r r a n t e s ,
S 'e n  vont in f e c te r  tou t le  c o rp s .
S o u r c e s  de f ie v r e s  d i f f é r e n te s .
Si l 'h u m e u r  b i l ie u s e  a  c a u s e  , c e s  t r a n s p o r t s .
L e  san g , véh icu lé  flu ide 
D e s  e s p r i t s  a in s i  c o r r o m p u s .
P a r  d e s  a c c è s  de t i e r c e  a pe ine  i n t e r r o m p u s .
V a  d ' a r t è r e  en  a r t è r e  a t t a q u e r  le  so l id e .
T o u te s  n o s  a c t io n s  so u ffren t  un c h an g em en t:
L e  t e s t  e t  le  c e rv e a u  p iques  v io le m m e n t  
J o ig n e n t  à  la  d o u leu r  le s  so n g es ,  l e s  c h i m e r e s .
L 'a p p é t i t  de p a r l e r ,  e ffe ts  t r o p  o r d i n a i r e s .
Que si le  ven in  dom inan t 
Se p u is e  en  la  m é la n c o l ie .
J ' a i  deux jo u r s  de r e p o s ,  pu is  le  m a l  s u rv e n a n t  
J e t t e  un  long ennui s u r  m a  v i e . "
A in s i  p a r l e  l 'E c o le  et tous  s e s  s e c t a t e u r s .  226
2 2 5 .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. , p . 373, P o è m e  du Q u in q u in a , 11. 55-62
226. I b i d . , 11. 63 -84 .
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T he  m e d ic a l  sch o o l  of thought w hose  t h e o r y  is  s u m m a r i z e d  above ,
w as  e f fe c t iv e ly  r e p r e s e n t e d  in  F r a n c e  of La F o n ta in e 's  ep o ch  in  the
w o rk s  of L a z a r e  R iv iè r e  (1589 - 1655). T h e  l a t t e r  p u b l ish e d  t h r e e
m a j o r  w o rk s  in  L a t in  * P r a x i s  M edicae (1640), M ethodus  c u r a n d a r u m
F e b r iu m  (1648) and  In s t i tu t io n e s  M edicae (1655). He b r o a d ly  d iv id e s
th e  c o n s t i tu e n ts  of the  h u m an  body  in to  s o l id s ,  f lu id s  an d  v i ta l  s p i r i t s ;
and  p o s tu la t e s  th a t  a l l  h u m an  p h y s io lo g y  r e s t s  upon the  h u m o u rs  and
t e m p e r a m e n t s .  T h e  p r i m a r y  h u m o u rs  a r e  th e  f a m i l i a r  b lood , p h le g m ,
y e llo w  b i le  an d  b la c k  b i le .  The v i ta l  s p i r i t s  a r e  f o r m e d  in  the  ih e a r t
and  flow  th ro u g h  the  a r t e r i e s  to a l l  p a r t s  of the  b o d y . T h is  r a n d o m
m o v e m e n t  s o m e t im e s  c a u s e s  the  body  to  be in fe c te d  w ith  in ju r io u s
227v a p o u r s  e m i t t e d  f r o m  the  bhck  b i le ,  th u s  c a u s in g  f e v e r .
A lth o u g h  L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  a b r i l l i a n t  s u m m a r y  of th i s  t h e o r y
of f e v e r ,  he  d o e s  not s e e m  to  h av e  b e e n  d i r e c t ly  i n s p i r e d  by  R i v i è r e .
T h e r e  i s  n o th ing  to  su g g es t  th a t  he  e v e r  r e a d  a n y  of the  w o rk s  of t h i s
p h y s ic ia n .  I t  w il l  be r e c a l le d ,  h o w e v e r ,  th a t  the  th e o r y  ad o p ted  b y
R iv ie r e  w as  th a t  of H ip p o c ra te s ,  b a s e d  on th e  h y p o th e s i s  of the  fo u r
body  h u m o u r s  :
L e  c o r p s  de l 'h o m m e  a en  lu i  sang , p i tu i te ,  b i le
ja u n e  e t  n o i r e ;  c 'e s t  la  ce qui en  c o n s t i tu e  l a  n a tu re
e t  ce  qu i y  c r e e  la  m a la d ie  e t  l a  s a n té .  I l  y a
e s s e n t i e l l e m e n t  san té  quand c e s  p r in c ip e s  son t d an s
un  ju s t e  r a p p o r t  de e r a s e ,  de fo r c e  e t  de q u a n t i té ,
e t  que le  m e la n g e  en  e s t  p a r fa i t ;  i l  y  a  m a la d ie  quand
un  de c e s  p r in c ip e s  e s t  so i t  en  dé fau t s o i t  en  e x c e s ,
ou, s ' i s o l a n t  dans le  c o r p s ,  n ' e s t  p a s  c o m b in e  a v ec
to u t  le  r e s t e . . .  .11 y a ,  p o u r  s u iv re  ce p ro p o s ,  deux
e s p e c e s  de f ie v re  : l 'u n e ,  co m m u n e  a  to u s ,  a p p e le e
p e s te ;  l ' a u t r e ,  due a  un m a u v a i s  r e g im e ,  e t  s u rv e n a n t
2 2  Rs p o ra d iq u e m e n t  chez  ceux  qui v iv e n t  m a l . . . .  
an d  th a t  H ip p o c r a te s  h im s e l f  w as  e x te n s iv e ly  q u o ted  b y  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
L a t in  m a s t e r ,  L u c r e t i u s .  It is  m o r e  p ro b a b le  th a t  th e  p o e t  c a m e  by  
th is  th e o r y  th ro u g h  h is  re ad in g  of L u c r e t i u s ,  s in c e  th e  d o c t r in e  i s  c o n ­
ta in e d  n e i t h e r  in  the  w o rk s  of M onginot n o r  in  th a t  of B e r n i e r ,  n o r
even  of M en jo t .  Indeed  he c o n fe s s e s  e a r l y  in  th e  p o e m  th a t  h e  u n d e r ­
took  to  w r i t e  it  a s  a  d isc ip le  of L u c r e t iu s ,  th e  p o e t  of s c ie n t i f ic  s p e c u -
227. R iv i e r e ,  L ,  In s t i tu t io n s  m é d ic a le s ,  P a r i s ,  1655, 1. 11,  ^ C h a p i t r e  6 .
228. H ip p o c ra te ,  Œ u v r e s  c o m p lè te s .  T r a d u c t io n  de L i t t r é  p a r u e - p o u r  l a
p r e m i e r e  fo is  chez  B a i l l i e r e  e t F  i l s  de 1839 a  1861, t . I I ,  
pp . 201, 215.
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229 ■l a t io n .  T h e  th e o r y  could  a lso  have  b e e n  m a d e  know n to  h im  f r o m
o th e r  s o u r c e s ,  su ch  a s  the  pub lic  in s t i tu t io n s ,  e s t a b l i s h e d  by  R o y a l  
ed ict and  c h a r g e d  w ith  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of e n c o u ra g in g  r e s e a r c h  an d  d i s ­
s e m in a t in g  in f o r m a t io n  on s c ie n c e  and  m e d ic in e .  T h e s e  in s t i tu t io n s  
w e r e  open  to  anyone  ask in g  fo r  in fo r m a t io n  on a n y  d e v e lo p m e n ts  o r  
p a r t i c u l a r  t h e o r i e s  w ith in  the  s p h e re  of s c ie n c e  an d  m e d ic in e .  T h u s  
th e  " A c a d é m ie  R o y a le  des  S c ie n c e s "  w a s  a l r e a d y  p u b l ish in g  l e a r n e d  
jo u r n a l s ,  s u c h  a s  th e  J o u rn a l  d e s  S av an ts  (1665), w hich  w as  the  f i r s t  
s c ie n t i f ic  jo u r n a l  to  be p u b lish ed  in  th e  F r e n c h  la n g u a g e .  T h e n  t h e r e  
w as  a l s o  th e  m e d ic a l  jo u rn a l .  N o u v e lle s  D e s c o u v e r te s  s u r  to u te s  l e s  
p a r t i e s  de l a  m e d e c in e  (1679-81), e d i te d  b y  N ic o la s  de B légny , s u r ­
geon  to  L o u is  . XIV an d  h is  queen . T h e s e  jo u r n a l s  c a r r i e d  a r t i c l e s  on 
such  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  i s s u e s  a s  the  c i r c u la t io n  of th e  b lood , the  k i l l e r  
d i s e a s e s  of p la g u e ,  d y s e n te r y  an d  r e la p s in g  f e v e r ,  a s  w e l l  as* on th e  
d i s c o v e r y  of new  d ru g s  o r  the  in t ro d u c t io n  of b e t t e r  in s t r u m e n t s  and  
t h e o r i e s .  H e re  th e n  w e re  s o u r c e s  - w hich  an  e c le c t ic  l ik e  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  is  m o s t  l ik e ly  to  have  c o n su l ted  w hen he  found  h im s e l f  h an d l in g  
a s p e c ia l i z e d  s u b je c t .
He s t a t e s  the  b o d y -h u m o u r  th e o ry ,  of c o u r s e ,  only  to  d i s m i s s  
it w ith  r id i c u le ,  a f t e r  hav ing  shown th a t  he know s of th e  e x is t e n c e  of 
such  a t h e o r y .  T h e  a tm o s p h e re  of u n c e r ta in ty ,  c r e a t e d  b y  th e  s u g g e s ­
t io n  th a t  o n e . i s  no t  s u r e  w h e th e r  to  a t t r ib u te  the  su p p o se d  c u r e  of th e  
d i s e a s e  to  an  a c t  of God o r  to  th e  p r e s c r i b e d  co ncoc tions , b r in g s  out 
c l e a r l y  the  r id i c u le  w ith  w hich the  poet t r e a t s  the  t h e o r y :
L e u r s  m a la d e s  debout a p r è s  fo r c e  l e n t e u r s  
D o n n a ien t  c o u rs  a c e t te  d o c tr in e :
L a  n a tu r e ,  ou la  m e d e c in e .
O u l 'u n io n  d e s  deux, s u r  le  m a l  a g i s s a i t .
Q u ' im p o r te  qui?  Don g u é r i s s a i t .
On n 'e x t e r m i n a i t  la  f i e v r e ,  on la  l a s s a i t .  •
T he  l a s t  l in e  of th i s  quo ta tion  is  an  obvious r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  po in t of 
v iew  h e ld  by  Gui P a t in  and h is  f r i e n d s  of the  F a c u l ty  of M e d ic in e ,  and
229. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 373, P o è m e  du Q uinquina, 1. 12
230. Ib id . p. 374, 11. 85 - 90.
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m a in ta in e d  in  th e  s e r i e s  of th e s e s  p r e s e n t e d  to the  F  a c u i ty  on th e  s u b ­
j e c t  of f e v e r  an d  q u in in e .  We sh a l l  co m e  b a ck  to th is  l a t e r .
H av ing  r e j e c t e d  the  d o c tr in e  of the  body  h u m o u rs  a s  the  o r ig in  
of f e v e r .  L a  F o n ta in e  d e s c r ib e s  a new  th e o ry ,  w hich  appea led  to  h im  
to  be m o r e  r e l i a b l e  th an  the  f i r s t .  T h is  seco n d  one is  b a s e d  upon the  
f a c t s  of th e  c i r c u l a t o r y  s y s te m  a s  e x p la in ed  by W il l ia m  H a rv e y .  In  
o r d e r  to  a p p r e c i a t e  fu lly  the  a d m ir a b le  e f fo r t  m a d e  by  o u r  poe t in  th is  
d i r e c t io n ,  we h av e  to  d ig r e s s  a l i t t l e  to  ex am in e  H a r v e y 's  t h e o r y  of 
th e  c i r c u l a t i o n  of the  b lood and  i t s  im p a c t  on c o n te m p o r a r y  m e d ic a l  
though t,  f o r  . i t  w a s  one of th o se  a t t i tu d e s  o r  s i tu a t io n s  w hich  a f fe c te d  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  th in k in g  in  the  P o è m e  du Q uinqu ina .
W il l ia m  H a rv e y ,  a n  E n g l is h  p h y s ic ia n  (1578 -  1657), d i s c o v e r e d
and  a c c u r a t e l y  d e s c r ib e d  the  c i r c u l a t o r y  s y s te m  of the  blood; th i s  ev en t
r e v o lu t io n iz e d  m e d ic a l  tho u g h t.  B e fo re  th e  d is c o v e ry ,  i t  w as  b e l ie v e d
th a t  the  b lo o d  m o v e d ,  of c o u r s e ,  bu t  a t o - a n d - f r o ,  ra n d o m  m o t io n  w as
e n v is a g e d .  T h e  diLafation o r  d ia s to le  of the  h e a r t  an d  the  a r t e r i e s  w as
though t to  be th e  m o tiv e  p o w er  w hich  d re w  the  b lood  a long , and  i t  w as
b e l ie v e d  th a t  b lood  cou ld  p a s s  f r o m  the  r ig h t  to  th e  l e f t  v e n t r i c l e  and
v ic e  v e r s a  th ro u g h  p o re s  in  the  s e p tu m . F u r t h e r m o r e ,  the  l i v e r  w as
231though t to  be  th e  c e n t r a l  b lood  o rg a n .  H a r v e y 's  d i s c o v e r y  a l t e r e d
a l l  t h a t ,  an d  p ro v e d  the  h e a r t  to  be  the  c e n t r e  of the  c i r c u l a t o r y  s y s ­
t e m  :
T h e  h e a r t ,  a t  th a t  t im e  w h ils t  i t  i s  in  m o t io n ,  s u f f e r s  
c o n s t r i c t io n ,  and  is  th ic k e n ed  in  i t s  o u ts id e ,  and  so 
s t r a ig h te n e d  in  i t s  v e n t r i c l e s ,  th r u s t in g  f o r th  th e  p u re  
b lo o d  c o n ta in ed  w ith in  i t . . .  . and  p r e s e n t ly  a f t e r ,  p u rp le  
and  c r im s o n - c o lo u r e d  b lood  r e t u r n s  to  th e  h e a r t . . . . .  T he  
h e a r t ,  a t  th a t  t im e  when i t  b e a ts  a g a in s t  the  b r e a s t ,  and  
th e  p u ls a t io n  is  o u tw a rd ly  fe l t ,  i t  i s  b e l ie v e d  th a t  the  
v e n t r i c l e s  of the  h e a r t  a r e  d i la te d  and  r e p l e t e  w ith  b lood , 
though  you sh a l l  u n d e rs ta n d  th a t  it  is  o th e rw is e ,  and  th a t  
w hen  the  h e a r t  is  c o n t ra c te d ,  i t  i s  e m p t ie d .  F o r  th a t  
m o tio n ,  w h ich  i s  co m m o n ly  thought .to  be th e  d ia s to le  of 
the  h e a r t ,  i s  r e a l ly  th e  s y s to le ,  and  so th e  p r o p e r  m o t io n
231. M ac le o d ,  J . R .  " H a r v e y 's  E x p e r im e n ts  on c i r c u la t io n " ;  p u b l ish e d
in; A n n a ls  of M ed ica l  H i s t o r y , London, 1928, v o l .X ,  p . 338. See 
a l s o
R o l le s to n ,  H . , " H a r v e y 's  p r e d e c e s s o r s  and  c o n te m p o r a r i e s " ,  in  
A n n a ls  of M ed ica l  H is to ry ,  V o l .X ,  p . 323,
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of th e  h e a r t  is  not the  d ia s to le  bu t the  s y s to le ,  fo r  
the  h e a r t  r e c e iv e s  no v ig o u r  in  the  d ia s to le ,  bu t in  
th e  s y s to le ,  fo r  th en  i t  is, ex ten d ed , m o v e th ,  and  
r e c e iv e th  v ig o u r .
T h e  new  t h e o r y  gave r i s e  to m u c h  h e a te d  c o n t r o v e r s y  on both  s id e s  of
I
th e  C h an n e l .  B ut, H a r v e y  t r e a t e d  h is  c r i t i c s  w ith  p a t ie n c e  and  d ig n i ty .  
He r e p l i e d  on ly  to  two F r e n c h  c r i t i c s ,  n a m e ly ,  J e a n  R io lan ,  P r o f e s s o r  
of A n a to m y  in  P a r i s ,  and  h is  f r ie n d ,  Gui P a t in ,  a l s o  P r o f e s s o r  a t  the  
R o y a l  C o lle g e ,  an d  D ean  of the  F a c u l ty  of M ed ic in e  a t  the  U n iv e r s i ty  
of P a r i s ,  bo th  of w hom  q u e s t io n ed  the  a c c u r a c y  of h i s  th e o ry .
It s p e a k s  m u c h  fo r  L a  F o n ta in e 's  s e n s e  of ju d g e m e n t  and  in ­
t e l l e c tu a l  in d e p en d e n c e  th a t ,  in  sp i te  of th is  s t i f f  o p p o s it io n  to  H a r v e y  
f r o m  h ig h ly  r e s p e c t e d  m e d ic a l  c i r c l e s  of h is  epoch , h e  h im s e l f ,  a  n o n ­
p r o f e s s io n a l ,  w a s  a b le  to  q u ick ly  id e n t i fy  the  t r u th ,  f o r  i t  i s  H a r v e y 's
A
t h e o r y  of th e  c i r c u l a t o r y  s y s te m  th a t  he  a c c e p ts  an d  s u m m a r i z e s  in  
l in e s  137 - 158 of the  P o e m e  du Q uinqu ina  » A lthough  o u r  p o e t  d o es  
no t u se  m a n y  of th e  m e d ic a l  t e r m s  em p lo y e d  by  H a rv e y ,  f o r  u n d e r ­
s tan d a b le  r e a s o n s ,  n e v e r th e l e s s ,  he r e c a p t u r e s  the  s p i r i t  o r  c e n t r a l  
id e a  of the  t h e o r y  : T he  h e a r t  i s  a ho llow  m u s c l e ,  an d  p u lse  is  the  
e f fe c t  of th i s  m u s c l e  pum ping  b lood in to  the  a r t e r i e s .  The l a t t e r  h av e  
s m a l l  p a s s a g e s  a t  t h e i r  ends th ro u g h  w hich  th e  b lood  p a s s e s  in to  th e  
v e in s  an d  r e t u r n s  to  the  h e a r t  in a  s y s te m a t i c ,  r a t h e r  th a n  a  r a n d o m  
m o v e m e n t .
D eux p o r t e s  sont au  c œ u r ;  ch acu n  a  s a  v a lv u le .
L e  san g ,  s o u rc e  de v ie ,  e s t  p a r  l 'u n e  in t ro d u i t ;
L ' a u t r e  h u i s s i e r e  p e r m e t  q u ' i l  s o r t e  e t  q u ' i l  c i r c u le .
D e s  v e in e s  san s  c e s s e r  aux  a r t e r e s  condu it .
Q uand  le  c œ u r  l ' a  r e ç u ,  la  c h a le u r  n a tu r e l l e  
E n  fo r m e - œ s  e s p r i t s  q u 'a n im a u x  on a p p e l le .  '
A in s i  q u 'e n  un c r e u s e t  i l  e s t  r a r é f i é .
L e  p lu s  P u r ,  le  p lu s  v if , le  m ie u x  q u a lif ie .
E n  a to m e s  e x t r a i t  qu it te  l a  m a s s e  e n t i e r e ,  *
S 'e x h a le ,  e t  s o r t  en fin  p a r  le  r e s t e  a t t i r e -  
Ce r e s t e  r e n t r e  e n c o re ,  e s t  e n c o re  e p u re ;
L e  chy le  y jo in t  to u jo u r s  m a t i è r e  s u r  m a t i è r e .
232. H a rv e y ,  W ill iam , A n a to m ic a l  E x e r c i s e s  c o n c e rn in g  the  m o t io n  of
th e  H e a r t  and  B lood in  l iv ing  c r e a t u r e s ,  L ondon , 1653, p p . 4 - 9 .
233. D onley , J . , "R io lan  and H a rv e y " ,  a r t i c l e  p u b l ish e d  in  A n n a ls  of M e d i­
c a l  H i s t o r y , London, 1923, V o l.  V, p . 2 6 . ,  See a lso :
P a c k a r d ,  F . R .  ,"Cui P a t in  and  the  M ed ic a l  P r o f e s s i o n  in  P a r i s  in  the  
s e v e n te e n th  century([ I b id . ,  1922, V o l.  IV, pp. 1 o 7 -2 5 1 , o57; and  
C o u r tn e y ,  J . W . , "T he  M ultip le  p e r s o n a l i t y  of D r .  Gui P a t in  , I b id . ,
1924, V o l .V I ,  p . l .
234. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 374, P o è m e  du Q u in q u in a , 11. 137 - 158.
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It . i s  upon the  f r a m e w o r k  of th is  t h e o r y  of b lood  c i r c u la t io n  th a t  L a  
F o n ta in e  c o n s t r u c t s  h is  own h y p o th e s is  of f e v e r .
B ut to  r e a c h  H a rv e y  and u n d e r s ta n d  h is  t h e o r y  c o r r e c t l y ,  the
poet h a d  to  p a s s  th ro u g h  the  F r e n c h  p h y s ic ia n ,  F r a n ç o i s  de M ongino t.
T h e  la t te r  w a s  a  good f r i e n d  of L a  F o n ta in e  and  one of th e  f i r s t  F r e n c h
d o c to r s  tiot on ly  to  a c c e p t  H a r v e y 's  a cco u n t of th e  c i r c u l a t o r y  s y s t e m ,
bu t to  p u b l ic iz e  the  u se  of quin ine a s  a  c u re  f o r  f e v e r .  H is  fa m o u s
t r e a t i s e  e n t i t le d  De la  g u e r is o n  d e s  f i e v r e s  p a r  le  qu inqu ina , f i r s t
p u b l i s h e d  in  L y o n s  in  1679, w as  so  p o p u la r  th a t  i t  w as  r e - e d i t e d  in
q u ick  s u c c e s s io n  in  P a r i s  in 1680, 1681, 1682, 1683 and  1688. A p a r t
f r o m  th e  bond  of f r ie n d s h ip ,  w hich  k e p t  L a  F o n ta in e  c lo se  to  M ongino t,
th e  p o p u la r i ty  of th e  l a t t e r ' s book  le a v e s  no doubt th a t  i t  w as  th e  m a in
s o u r c e  of th e  p o e t 's  in s p i r a t io n  in  the  P o è m e  du Q u inqu ina  . In d eed ,
i t  is  to  th i s  book  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e f e r s  in  the  fo llow ing  l in e s :
Ce d e ta i l  e s t  é c r i t ;  i l  en  c o u r t  un t r a i t é .
J e  l o u e r a i s  l ' a u t e u r  e t  l 'o u v r a g e ,
L 'a m i t i é  le  defend et r e t i e n t  m o n  s u f f r a g e .
C 'e s t  a s s e z  a  l ' a u t e u r  de l ' a v o i r  m é r i t é .
J e  lu i  d o is  s e u le m e n t  r e n d r e  ce t te  ju s t i c e  
Q u 'e n  n o u s  d é c o u v ra n t  l ' a r t ,  i l  l a i s s e  l ' a r t i f i c e .
T h e  p o e t  i s  v e r y  m u c h  in d eb ted  to  M o n g in o t ' s t r e a t i s e  fo r  th e  d if f icu l t
p h y s io lo g ic a l  a n a ly s i s  m a d e  in the  f i r s t  can to  of th e  p o e m  an d  f o r  m a n y
of h is  id e a s  on qu in ine , e x p r e s s e d  in  the  sec o n d  c a n to .  C ab a n è s  w r i te s ;
G râ c e  a  M onginot L a  F o n ta in e  s ' i n i t i a  s u p e r f i c i e l l e m e n t  
a  n o t r e  a r t ;  de m e m e  que p a r  la  l e c t u r e  de D e s c a r t e s  
e t  de H a rv e y ^  i l  a v a it  a cq u is  un vague  t e in tu r e  de 
p h y s io lo g ie .  ^
T h e  s e c o n d  h a lf  of C a b a n e s '  d e c la ra t io n ,  c r e d i t in g  so  m u c h  to  r e a d in g s
f r o m  H a r v e y  an d  D e s c a r t e s ,  i s  a n  o v e r s t a t e m e n t .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e a d
D e s c a r t e s ,  no  doub t,  a s  we saw  e a r l i e r  on, and  p e r h a p s  c a m e  b y  so m e
t r a n s l a t i o n  of H a r v e y 's  w o rk , bu t in  the  p a r t i c u l a r  p o e m  w hich  we a r e
d i s c u s s in g ,  he  fo l lo w s  fa i th fu l ly  the  p h y s io lo g ic a l  d e s c r ip t io n s  m a d e  b y
cM onginot m o r e  th a n  he  does  th a t  of an y  o th e r  s c i e n t i s t  o r  m e d ia l  m a n  
of the  e p o ch . In  the  fa m o u s  t r e a t i s e  q uo ted  e a r l i e r ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  M on­
ginot s t a t e s  what he  h o n e s t ly  b e l ie v e d  to  be  the  o r ig in  o r  c a u s e  of f e v e r :
235. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 377, P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a , 11. 4 7 0 -4 7 5 .
236. C a b a n è s ,  A .  (D r .  M ed. ), M éd ec in s  a m a t e u r s ,  P a r i s ,  1932, pp. 85 -104
" L a  C u r io s i t é  sc ien tif iq u e  de L a  F o n ta in e " .
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L a  f i e v r e  e s t  un b o u i l lo n n e m e n t  ou f e r m e n ta t io n  
e x t r a o r d i n a i r e  e x c i té e  dans  la  m a s s e  du s a n g . . . . ,  
c e t te  f e r m e n ta t io n  c o n t r e - n a tu r e  a l t è r e  ce sang , 
en  t ro u b le  le  m o u v e m e n t ,  e t  p e r v e r t i t  l 'é c o n o m ie  
de tcmt le  c o r p s .  . . . ,  le  p r in c ip e  ou la  c a u s e
im m e d ia te  de ce t te  f e rm e n ta t io n  e s t  un m a u v a i s
le v a in  qu i t ie n t  de l ' a i g r e  ou de l ' a c r e .
T h i s  i s  th e  v e r y  id e a  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  e l a b o r a te s  i n ' l i n e s  196 - 210 
of the  f i r s t  c an tp  of h is  p o em . F o llow ing  a s  fa i th fu l ly  a s  p o s s ib le ,  
and  e v en  u s in g  th e  v e r y  t e r m s  em p lo y ed  by  h is  m o d e l ,  he  d e c l a r e s
th a t  f e v e r  i s  c a u s e d  by  the  e n t ry  in to  the  b lood  s t r e a m  of p e rn ic io u s
fo r e ig n  m a t t e r ,  su ch  a s  a  d ro p  of in ju r io u s  v a p o u r  f r o m  the  black b i le .
T he  p r e s e n c e  of th i s  m a t t e r  in  the  b lood  s y s te m  c a u s e s  th e  h e a r t  to
pum p in  m o r e  b lo o d  in to  the  s y s te m ,  a s  g r e a t e r  h e a t  i s  m a n u fa c tu r e d
by  the  body , in  a n  a t te m p t  to  ge t r i d - o f  the  f e b r i l e  m a t t e r .  T h e  r e ­
su l ta n t  c o m m o tio n  and  f e r m e n ta t io n  of the  a c t iv e  r e d  b lood  c e l l s  p r o ­
duce  th e  p a th o lo g ic a l  c r i s i s  know n a s  f e v e r  :
■ ND e s  p o r t io n s  d 'h u m e u r  g r o s s i è r e .
Q u e lq u e fo is  c o m p ag n es  du sang .
L e  su iv e n t  dans  le  c œ u r ,  s a n s  p o u v o ir ,  en  p a s s a n t ,
, Se s u b t i l i s e r  de m a n ié r é  
Q u ' i l  n a i s s e  des  e s p r i t s  en  m ê m e  q u a n t i té
Q ue d an s  le  c o u rs  de l a  s a n té .
Un san g  p lu s  p u r  s 'é c h a u f fe  a v ec  p lu s  de v i te  s se^
L 'a u t r e  r e ç o i t  p lus  t a r d  l a  c h a le u r  p o u r  h ô t e s s e .
L e  t e m p s  l ' y  s a i t  a u s s i  b eau co u p  m ie u x  i m p r i m e r ;
L e  b o is  v e r t ,  p le in  d 'h u m e u r s ,  e s t  long  a  s 'a l l u m e r ;
Q uand  i l  b r û le ,  l ' a r d e u r  en  e s t  p lus  v e h e m e n te .
A in s i  c e  sang  c h a rg e  r e p a s s a n t  p a r  le  c œ u r  
S ' .e 'm b ra se  d 'a u ta n t  j) lu s  que c 'e s t  a v e c  l e n t e u r .
E t  re g a g n e  au d e g re  ce q u ' i l  p e rd  p a r  l ' a t t e n t e .
Ce d e g r é ,  c 'e s t  l a  f i e v r e .
F r o m  th i s  p o in t ,  th e  poet a t te m p ts  a  sp e c u la t iv e  d ia g n o s i s  of th e  d i s e a s e !  
the  p u ls e  w hich , a s  s ta te d  e a r l i e r ,  i s  the  e f fe c t  of th e  d i la ta t io n  and  
c o n t r a c t io n  of th e  c a r d ia c  v e n t r i c l e  and the  a r t e r i e s ,  i s  r e g u l a r  and  
n o r m a l  in  a  h e a l th y  p e r s o n .  A s soon a s  h e a l th  i s  im p a i r e d ,  a s  in  th e  
c a s e  of f e v e r ,  th e  p u lse  i s  im m e d ia te ly  a f fe c te d .  T h e  f i r s t  p a th o lo g i­
c a l  s ig n  of f e v e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i s  the  p r e t e r n a t u r a l  r a p id i ty  of the  p u ls e .
N o tr e  s a n té  n 'a  point de p lus  c e r t a in e  m a r q u e  
Q u 'u n  pou ls  ég a l  et m o d é ré ;   ^ ^39
L e  c o n t r a i r e  fa i t  v o i r  que l ' ê t r e  e s t  a l t é r é .
I n c r e a s e  of pul.se i s  qu ick ly  fo llow ed  by  sh iv e r in g  and  h igh  t e m p e r a t u r e .
cauLused b y  the  -com m otion and  f e r m e n ta t io n  of the  b lo o d  in  the  v e in s .  
Î7. M »n3 ino t, F r a n ç o i s  de. De la  g u é r is o n  d e s  f i è v r e s  p a r  le  qu inqu ina .
P a r i  s,., 167 9, "pp. 32 -37 .,  .
238. L a  F o n ta in e ; -Ô p .  C i t . , p. 375, 11. 196 - 210.
239. Ib id . . o. 374. 11. , 166  - 168.
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H e r e  L a  F o n ta in e  s e e m s  to  have  in d u lg ed  in  h is  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  d i ­
g r e s s io n ,  p ro b a b ly  to  p e r m i t  p e r s o n a l  r e f le c t io n s ,  f o r  he b r e a k s  
down the  co n t in u i ty  of h is  d ia g n o s i s .  T h u s ,  a l th o u g h  the  c o n d i t io n  
of h ig h  t e m p e r a t u r e  i s  one of the  e a r ly  sy m p to m s  of f e v e r ,  he  d o es  
n o t t r e a t  it u n ti l  l a te  in the  seco n d  can to  of th e  p o e m , w h e re  h e  
m ix e s  i t  up  w ith  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  of the  r e m e d y .  T h i s ,  h o w e v e r ,  d o es  
no t s u r p r i s e  u s .  Such a  b re a k d o w n  in  log ic  is  an  in e v i ta b le  c h a r a c ­
t e r i s t i c  of long  and  d iff icu lt  e x p o s i t io n s  of h ig h ly  s p e c ia l i z e d  id e a s ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  w hen  th e y  a r e  h a n d led  by  a  n o n - p r o f e s s io n a l .  We  a r e  
t h e r e f o r e  c o m p e l le d  to  m o d ify  s l ig h t ly  the  o r d e r  of th e  p o e m  and  to  
t r e a t  th e  s u b je c t  of h ig h  t e m p e r a t u r e  a s  p a r t  of th e  s y m p to m s  of 
f e v e r .  T h e  p r e t e r n a t u r a l  r a p id i ty  of the  p u lse  i s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  q u ic k ly  
fo l lo w ed  b y  s h iv e r in g  and  h igh  t e m p e r a t u r e ,  c a u s e d ,  a c c o rd in g  to  the  
p o e t ,  b y  th e  c o m m o tio n  and f e r m e n ta t io n  of the  b lo o d  in  the  ye in s  :
C 'e s t  a in s i  que le  sang  f e r m e n te  dans  n o s  v e in e s .
Q u ' i l  y  bou t,  q u 'i l  s 'y  m euty  d i la te  p a r  l e  c œ u r .
L e s  e s p r i t s  a lo r s  en  f u r e u r  
T â c h e n t  p a r  tous  m o y e n s  d 'é b r a n l é r  la  m a c h in e .
On f r i s s o n n e ,  on a  chau d . J ' a i  dédu it  c e s  e ffe ts  
S e lon  l e u r  o r d r e  e t  l e u r  p r o g r è s .
D e s  qu . 'un  c e r t a in  a c id e  en  n o t r e  c o r p s  dom in e .
T o u t f e r m e n te ,  tou t bout, l e s  e s p r i t f  l e s  l iq u e u r s ;
E t  l a  f i e v r e  de la  t i r e  son  o r ig in e .
Sans  a u t r e  v ice  d e s  h u m e u r s .
T h e  t e r m s ,  " f e rm e n ta t io n "  and  " e b u l l i t io n " ,  a r e  u s e d  b y  the  poe t h e r e
to  m e a n  a  s e v e r e  a g i ta t io n  o r  tu rb u le n c e  of c o m p o n en t p a r t s ;  th a t  i s ,
a bub b lin g  o v e r  w ith  gas p ro d u c t io n ,  w hich  i s  so p ro m in e n t  in  m o s t  
c a s e s  of v ig o ro u s  f e rm e n ta t io n .  What he i s  t r y in g  to  e x p la in  i s  th a t  
th e  f e b r i l e  co n d it io n  h a s  c a u se d  v i s c id  h u m o u rs  to  a c c u m u la te  in  the  
b lo o d .  A g a in s t  th e s e  h u m o u rs ,  th e  a c t iv e  b lood  c e l l s ,  l ik e  th e  m u t i ­
n o u s  c r e w  of a  sh ip , im p r is o n e d  a g a in s t  t h e i r  w ilf ,  s t ru g g le  to  
l i b e r a t e  th e m s e lv e s .  But th ey  f ind  th e m s e lv e s  e n tan g led ,  n e t te d  in, 
a n d  h e ld  b a c k .  I t  i s  th is  s t ru g g le ,  s ay s  the  p oe t,  th a t  e x c i t e s  the  
e b u l l i t io n s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of f e v e r .
J e  r e v ie n s  au f r i s s o n ,  qu i du défaut d ' e s p r i t s  
T ie n t  s an s  doute son o r ig in e .
L e s  m u s c l e s  m o in s  te n d u s ,  c o m m e  é ta n t  m o in s  r e m p l i s .
N e p eu v en t  l o r s  dans  la  m a ch in e  
T i r e r  l e u r s  o p p o sés  de m ê m e  q u 'a u t r e f o i s .
N i c e u x - c i  s u c c é d e r  à  de p a r e i l s  e m p lo is .
2 40 .  L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p. 376,  11. 358 -  :>67.
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T o u t  le  peup le  m u tin ,  l é g e r ,  e t  t é m é r a i r e .
D es  v a i s s e a u x  m a l  f e r m é s  en tu m u lte  s o r t a n t .
C au se  ch ez  nous d a n s  ce t  in s ta n t  
Un m o u v e m e n t  in v o lo n ta i r e .
T he  p r o g r e s s  of the  d i s e a s e  i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by (jo,Lly and  s o m e t im e s
fl\j^ctuations in  th e  body t e m p e r a t u r e .  T h en  the  v o lu m e  of u r in e
d im in is h e s  due to  lo s s  of f lu id  th ro u g h  in c r e a s e d  v a p o r iz a t io n .  T h e
p a t ie n t  f e e l s  m o r e  c h i l ly  and s u cc u m b s  to  a  c o n v u ls iv e  m o v e m e n t  of
th e  w hole  body . T h is  i s  fo llow ed  b y  a co m p le te  d i s ru p t io n  of th e
v a r io u s  p r o c e s s e s  a f fec t in g  h e a t  p ro d u c t io n ,  m u s c l e  to n e ,  f lu sh in g ,
sw e a t in g  an d  a p p e t i te ,  le ad in g  f in a l ly  to  d e l i r iu m  and  often  to  d e a th .
H e r e ,  o u r  p o e t ,  th e  e p ic u r e a n  h u m a n is t ,  n ow  tu r n e d  p h y s ic ia n ,  p a in ts
a  p a th e t ic  im a g e  of a  be ing  about to  su ccu m b  unw ill in g ly  to  a  f in a l
d i s in te g r a t io n  :
*
A l o r s ,  a l o r s ,  i l  fau t o u b l ie r  c e s  p l a i s i r s .
L 'â m e  en so i se  r a m e n e ,  e n c o r  que nos  d é s i r s  
R e n o n c e n t  a  r e g r e t  a des  r e s t e s  de v ie ,  *
"D ouce  lu m iè r e ,  h e la s i  m e  s e r a - t u  r a v ie ?
A m e ,  ou t 'e n v o ie  s - tu  s an s  e s p o i r  de r e t o u r ? "
L e  m a la d e ,  a r r i v e  p r è s  de son  d e r n i e r  j o u r
Rs|f»elle c e s  m om ents  ou p e r s o n n e  ne songe
A ux r e m o r d s  t ro p  t a r d i f s  ou c e t  in s ta n t  n o u s  p longe .
S u r  ce  qu 'il  a  c o m m is  i l  tâ c h e  a r e p a s s e r :
E n  v a in ;  c a r  le  t r a n s p o r t  a  ce fa ib le  p e n s e r  
F a i t  b ie n tô t  s u c c é d e r  le s  fo l le s  r e v e r i e s .
L e  d e l i r e ,  e t souvent le  p o iso n  des  f u r i e s .
O n te n te  l 'e m e t iq u e  a l o r s  in fru c tu e u x .
P u i s  l ' a r t  nous abandonne au  r e m e d e  d e s  voeux.
T h ro u g h o u t  th e  w hole of th is  d ia g n o s i s ,  ex cep tin g  the  p o e t 's  own p e r ­
so n a l  r e f l e c t io n s ,  he  fo llow s fa i th fu l ly  th e  d e ta i ls  r e c o r d e d  b y  M onginot,
F r o m  th is  g loom y p ic tu re  of d ea th  and  a b je c t  d e s p a i r .  L a  F o n ­
ta in e ,  th e  a r c h - p r o v id e n t i a l i s t ,  p a s s e s  on to  a  m e s s a g e  of h o p e ,  and  
in t r o d u c e s  th e  H e a v e n - s e n t  r e m e d y ,  th e  "Q u in q u in a" .  T h u s ,  the
sec o n d  can to  of the  p o em  opens w ith  a n  o p t im is t ic  in v o c a t io n  of th e  
M u se s  f o r  l ig h t  and  in s p i r a t io n  to  c e lë b r a te  th e  n ew  d ru g .
E n f in ,  g r â c e  au dém on  qui conduit m e s  o u v ra g e s ,
J e  v a i s  o f f r i r  aux yeux de m o in s  t r i s t e s  im a g e s ;
P a r  lu i  j ' a i  pe in t  le  m a l ,  e t  j ' a i  l ie u  d 'e s p é r e r ^
-I f J   — I* : ---  243Q u 'e n  p a r l a n t  du r e m e d e  i l  v ie n d ra  m ' i n s p i r e r .
241. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 37 5, 11. 224 - 233,
242. I b i d . ,  ip,.' 375, 11. 270 - 283.
243. I b i d . , p. 376, 11. 308 - 311.
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It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to no te  th a t  in  th e  m id s t  of an  a u d a c io u s  s c ie n t i f ic  
t a s k  u n d e r ta k e n  by an  a m a t e u r .  L a  F o n ta in e  does not f o r g e t  th a t  he  
i s  s t i l l  a  poe t b e fo re  any th ing  e ls e ;  th a t  i s ,  a  poe t p lac in g  h is  p e r ­
f e c te d  t a l e n t s  a t  the  s e r v ic e  of m e d ic a l  s c ie n c e .
A s  one r e a d s  th ro u g h  th is  s e c t io n  of the  p o em , one can n o t 
avo id  the  i m p r e s s i o n  th a t  the  poe t sh a re d  in  e v e r y  d e ta i l  the  e n th u s i a s m  
o r  s h a l l  w e say ,  th e  in fa tu a tio n  of h is  p ro te c t re s s  o v e r  th is  w o n d e r  
d ru g .  F o r  h e  no t only r e f e r s  to i t  a s  a  G o d -s e n t  b le s s in g ,  bu t a s s o ­
c ia t e s  i t  w ith  th e  g lo ry  of L ou is  XIV a s  p a r t  of th e  sav in g  w o n d e rs  of 
the  r e ig n .
O n  ne c r a in t  p lu s  c e t te  h y d re  aux  t ê t e s  r e n a i s s a n t e s .
L a  f i e v r e  e x e r c e  en  v a in  s e s  f u r e u r s  im p u i s s a n te s  
D 'a u t r e s  t e m p s  sont v e n u s ,  L o u is  rè g n e ;  e t  l e s  d ieux  
R e s e r v a i e n t  a  son  s ie c le  un b ien  s i  p re c ie u x ;
A  son  s ie c le  i l s  g a rd a ie n t  l 'h e u r e u s e  d é c o u v e r te  $
D 'u n  b o is  qui to u s  l e s  j o u r s  c au se  au  S tyx que lque  p e r t e .
N ous  n 'a v o n s  p a s  to u jo u r s  t r io m p h e  de n o s  m aux :
L e  C ie l  n ous  a souvent envoyé d e s  t r a v a u x .
D 'a u t r e s  te m p s  sont v e n u s ,  L o u is  re g n e ;  e t l a  P a r q u e  
S e r a  le n te  a  t r a n c h e r  nos  jo u r s  sous  ce m o n a rq u e .
Son m é r i t é  a  gagne le s  a r b i t r e s  du s o r t :
L e s  d e s t i n s  av ec  lu i  s e m b le n t  ê t r e  d 'a c c o r d .
D u r e z ,  b ie n h e u re u x  te m p s ;  e t que sous  s e s  a u s p ic e s  
N ous  p o r t io n s  chez  le s  m o r t s  p lu s  t a r d  n o s  s a c r i f i c e s .
B ut w h ile  r e v e a l in g  L a  F o n ta in e 's  e n th u s ia s m  f o r  th e  p r o g r e s s  of 
s c ie n c e ,  th i s  p a s s a g e  a lso  s e r v e d  the  s t r a t e g i c  p u rp o s e  of w ooing the  
K in g . In  u n d e r  two y e a r s  f r o m  the  date  of the  p u b l ic a t io n  of th i s  p o e m , 
o u r  poe t w ould  be  seek in g  an e le c t io n  to  the  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y ,  f o r  w h ich  
he  n e e d e d  the  s u p p o r t  and a p p ro v a l  of the  K ing . B e s id e s ,  i t  w as  u s u a l  
f o r  l i t e r a r y  m e n  of the  t im e  to  r e s o r t  to th i s  p r a c t i c e  of f l a t t e r in g  the  
K ing  and  peo p le  in  a u t l io r i ty  f o r  so m e  m a t e r i a l  r e w a r d .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  
in  f l a t t e r i n g  L o u is  XIV in  th is  w ay. L a  F o n ta in e  w a s  fo llow ing  th e  p a t ­
t e r n  s e t  b y  the  ro y a l  su rg e o n ,  N ic o la s  de B leg n y . T he  l a t t e r  h a d  sung 
th e  p r a i s e s  of th e  K ing  a s  the  p r o t e c to r  of a l l  th a t  i s  good an d  s a lu t a r y  
in  the  a r t s ,  s c ie n c e  and  m e d ic in e ,  m e n tio n in g  s p e c if ic  and  e m in e n t  p e r ­
s o n a l i t i e s ,  in c lu d in g  the  P r i m e  M in is t e r ,  who ow ed t h e i r  l iv e s  to  the
2 4 4 ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 376,  11. 312 -  325,
382
r o y a l  p a t ro n a g e  of q u in q u in a" .  H is  book, e n t i t le d  L a  C o n n o is sa n c e
c e r t a in e  e t  l a  p ro m p te  et f a c i le  g u é r is o n  d e s  f i e v r e s ,  a v ec  d e s  p a r t i ­
c u l a r i t é s  c u r i e u s e s  et u t i le s  s u r  le  r e m e d e  a n g lo is , an d  p u b l ish e d  in  
1680, w en t th ro u g h  fo u r  e d it io n s  b e tw een  1680 and  1683. T h e r e  is  
no doubt th a t  L a  F o n ta ih e  r e a d  i t .
A f te r  th is  b r i e f  d ig re s s io n ,  the  poet r e s u m e s  h is  t a s k  and ,
Ih is  t im e ,  m o c k s  a t  su ch  d o c t r in e s  of f e v e r  a s  th a t  of R iv ie r e ,  w h ich
he c o m p a r e s  w ith  the  a n c ie n t  E g y p tian  b e l ie f  th a t  the  in u n d a tio n  of the
N ile  w a s  c a u s e d  b y  n y m p h s .  T he  w o n d e r  d ru g  of "Q uinqu ina"  h a s
show n th a t  f e v e r .
Ce m a l  s i  c r a in t  n ’a  p o u r  r a i s o n  .
Q u ’un  san g  qui se  d i la te ,  e t  bou t dans  sa  p r i s o n .
F r o m  t h i s ,  the  p oe t p lu n g es  in to  a  c r i t i c a l  r e f le c t io n  on th e
A
t r a d i t i o n a l ,  fu t i le  an d  often  f a ta l  m e th o d s  of t r y in g  to  c u re  th e  d i s e a s e
th ro u g h  b lo o d - le t t in g  and p u rg in g .  H e r e  ag a in ,  he  d ra w s  in s p i r a t io n
p a r t l y  f r o m  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r ie n c e  and p a r t ly  f r o m  M ongino t. T h e  l a t t e r
s t a t e s  in  h i s  t r e a t i s e  :
II e s t  c o n s ta n t  q u 'en  p lu s ie u r s  o c c a s io n s  on ne 
p eu t se  d i s p e n s e r  d 'y  a v o i r  r e c o u r s  av an t  l 'u s a g e  
du r e m e d e .  Il fau t p o u r ta n t  p r e n d r e  g a rd e  que 
l 'a b u s  q u 'o n  en  p o u r r o i t  f a i r e  e p u is e r o i t  l e s  f o r c e s  
e t  a l t é r a i t  l e s  fo n c tio n s  d e s  p a r t i e s .
It i s  a d m i r a b le  to  see  how b e a u t i fu l ly  and  w ith  w hat e m b e l l i s h m e n ts
L a  F o n ta in e  p u ts  th e  above w a rn in g  in to  poe tic  m e d i ta t io n  :
Q ue f a i s a ie n t  no s  a ïeu x  p ou r  r e n d r e  p lu s  t r a n q u i l l e  
Ce san g  a in s i  b o u i l lan t?  i l s  s a ig n a ie n t ,  m a i s  en  v a in .
L 'e a u  qui r e s t e  en l 'e o l ip y le  
N e se  r e f r o i d i t  pas  quand i l  d ev ien t m o in s  p le in ;
L ' a i r a i n  soufflan t fa i t  v o i r  que la  l iq u e u r  e n c lo s e  
A u g m e n te  de c h a le u r ,  dechue  en  quan tité :
L e  souffle  a lo r s  re d o u b le ,  e t c e t  a i r  i r r i t e  
N e t ro u v e  du re p o s  q u 'en  c o n su m an t s a  c a u s e .
Du s e n t im e n t  f ié v re u x  on t r a n c h e  a in s i  le  c o u r s :
I l  c e s s e  a v ec  le  sang , le sang  avec  nos  j o u r s .
245. B legny , N ic o la s  de. L a  C o n n o issan ce  c e r ta in e  e t  l a  p ro m p te  e t
f a c i le  g u é r i s o n  d es  f i è v r e s ,  avec  des  p a r t i c u l a r i t é s  c u r i e u s e s  
e t  u t i l e s  s u r  le  r e m è d e  an g lo is ,  P a r i s ,  1680, p p . 8 , 47 -  48.
246. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 376, 11. 339 - 340.
247. M ongino t,  F r a n ç o i s  de. Op. C i t . , p . 6 6 .
248. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 376, 11. 368 - 378.
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B lo o d - le t t in g ,  a s  p r a c t i s e d  a t  th a t  t im e ,  w as  a im e d  at c o n tro l l in g  o r  
d im in is h in g  the  e b u l l ie n c e  of the  b lood . If the  b lood  w as  too a c t iv e  
o r  too  s t ro n g ,  th e  o p e ra t io n  would re d u c e  i t s  s t r e n g th  and  a c t iv i ty ,  
th u s  l e s s e n in g  o r  r a t h e r  s low ing down the  m a n i f e s t a t io n  of the  f e b r i l e  
s y m p to m s .  T h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  in  th e se  l in e s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  is  a l s o  
d ra w in g  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  h is  r e m in i s c e n c e s  of c e r t a in  s c e n e s  in  
M o l i e r e ' s  c o m ed y ,  L 'A m o u r  M e d e c i n . In  th is  p lay , p e r f o r m e d  in  
S e p te m b e r ,  1665, the  p la y w rig h t  e x p o se s  the  log ic  b eh in d  the  p r a c t i c e  
of b lo o d - le t t in g  to  r id ic u le .  One of the  two p h y s ic ia n s  c a r in g  f o r  a  
f e v e r  p a t ie n t  d e c l a r e s  th a t  the  l a t t e r  m u s t  be b led  a s  soon  a s  p o s s ib le ,  
w h ile  th e  o th e r  p h y s ic ia n  e m p h a t ic a l ly  o p p o ses  the  su g g es t io n ,  p r e s ­
c r ib in g  an  e m e t ic  in s te a d .  T o  th i s ,  h i s  p r o f e s s io n a l  co l le ag u e  r e p l i e s  
J e  so u t ie n s  que l 'e m e t iq u e  l a  t u e r a ,  
and  th e  o th e r  re to i ts :  *
E t  m o i ,  que la  s a ig n é e  la  f e r a  m o u r i r .
A d d r e s s in g  the  p a t i e n t 's  f a th e r ,  one s a y s  :
Si v ous  ne  f a i te s  p a s  s a ig n e r  to u t  a  l 'h e u r e  v o t r e  
f i l le ,  c o 'e s t  une p e r s o n n e  m o r t e ,
an d  th e  o th e r  :
S i v ous  la  f a i t e s  s a ig n e r ,  e l le  ne  s e r a  p a s  en  v ie  
d an s  un  q u a r t  d 'h e u r e .
In e i t h e r  c a s e ,  the  p a t ien t  is  s u r e  to  d ie ,  f o r  none of th e  p h y s ic ia n s
s p e a k s  of h e r  in  t e r m s  of l iv in g  bu t of dying . T h a t  w a s  the  ty p e  of
s i tu a t io n  s u r e  to  th ro w  o u r  lu c id  "b o n h o m m e"  in to  f i t s  of l a u g h te r  :
J e  l a i s s e  à  la  p o r te  m a  r a i s o n  e t m o n  a r g e n t ,  e t 
je  r i s  a p r è s  tou t m o n  soû l.
H e c e r t a i n l y  r e c a l l e d  th is  s ce n e  a s  he  w as  c o m p o sin g  th o s e  l in e s  on
th e  s u b je c t  of b lo o d - le t t in g ,  f o r  he d ra w s  in  h is  p o e m  the  s a m e  c o n c lu ­
s io n  to  w h ich  h i s  f r i e n d  had  in ten d ed  the  scen e  to  l e a d .  W h ic h e v e r
p r e s c r i p t i o n  i s  fo llow ed , the  r e s u l t  i s  a lw ay s  the  s a m e  ' d e a th .
T o u s  deux  s 'é t a n t  t r o u v é s  d i f f é re n t  p o u r  l a  c u r e ,V 2  Ex 1L e u r  m a la d e  paya  le  t r i b u t  a  n a tu r e .
T h a t  w a s  the  n a tu r e  of the  k i l l e r  d i s e a s e  of f e v e r  b e fo re  the  ad v en t  of
"Q u in q u in a " .
T h e  l a t t e r ,  "un  r e m e d e  à  m a in te  b l e s s u r e "  (II, 1 .96),  c a m e  
a s  a  s a lu t a r y  b le s s in g  f ro rn  P r o v id e n c e . H e re ,  L a  F o n ta in e  t r a c e s  th e
249. M o l ie r e ,  L 'A m o u r  M edec in , A c te  II, scen e  4. 
2 50. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it .  , p . 424.
251 . I b i d . ,  p . 108, F a b l e s , V, 12, 11. 5 - 6 .
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l e g e n d a r y  o r ig in  of the  "qu inqu ina"  to  the  m e ta m o r p h o s i s  of th e  lo v e -
s t a r v e d  n ym ph  who w as  tu rn e d  in to  a  b i t t e r ,  f lo w e r in g  p lan t  in  G re e k
m y th o lo g y  (ll , 11. 125 - 150), Why the  poe t ch o se  to  s u b s t i tu te  a
i^ y lh i c a l  a l l e g o r y  f o r  the  h i s to r i c a l  a c c o u n ts ,  g iven  of the  o r ig in  of
th e  d ru g ,  i s  no t qu ite  w e ll-k n o w n . P e r h a p s  he w an ted  to  sp e a k  in
the  la n g u ag e  of p o e ts ,  s in ce  p oe ts  sp ea k  of gods and  g o d d e s s e s .  Posr-
sibly. ke  w a n ted  to  avo id  g e tt ing  invo lved  w ith  the  m a n y  and c o n f l ic t in g
a c c o u n ts  of the  g e n e s i s  of "q u in q u in a" .  H o w ev e r ,  he  does  m e n t io n
b r i e f ly  th a t  th e  d ru g  w as p ro d u c e d  f r o m  the b a r k  of a  t r e e ,  id e n t ic a l
in  c o lo u r  w ith  th e  c in n am o n .
G et a r b r e  a in s i  f o r m é  se  c o u v re  d 'u n e  é c o r c e  ^
Q u 'a u  c in n a m o m e  on peu t c o m p a r e r  en  c o u le u r .
bu t g iv e s  the  i m p r e s s i o n  th a t  th is  t r e e  w as  th e  n y m p h ,  t u r n e d  in to  a
p lan t  by  th e  g o d s .
*
T h e  d ru g  h a s ,  a p a r t  f r o m  co n flic ting , h a l f - l e g e n d a r y ,  h a l f -  
h i s t o r i c a l  a c c o u n ts ,  a  g e n e r a l ly  a c c e p te d  v e r s io n  of i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  o r ig in  
and  in t r o d u c t io n  in to  F r a n c e  of o u r  p o e t 's  epoch . The h i s t o r y  of q u i ­
n ine  d a te s  b a ck  to  the  ro m a n t ic  ta le  of the  d i s c o v e r y  of the  C inchona  
t r e e .  D r .  A .  W. H ag g is  r e c o r d s  th a t  e a r ly  in  the  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  
th e  C o u n te s s  of C hinchon, w ife of the  V ic e r o y  of P e r u ,  w as  m i r a c u l o u s ­
ly  c u r e d  of f e v e r  w ith  so m e  pow d er,  p r e p a r e d  f r o m  th e  b a r k  of th is  
t r e e .  T he  r e m e d y  c a m e  to  be  known l a t e r  a s  the  " C o u n te s s  P o w d e r " ,
As* a  th a n k -o f f e r in g ,  the  C o u n te ss  d i s t r ib u te d  l a r g e  q u a n t i t ie s  of th e
d ru g  to  th e  c i t i z e n s  of L im a ,  and  w as  sa id  to  h av e  in t ro d u c e d  i t  in to  
253Spa in . R e s e a r c h  by H agg is  h im s e l f ,  b a s e d  on a  s tu d y  of th e  o r ig in a l
d i a r y  of th e  Count of C hinchon, h a s ,  h o w e v er ,  p ro v e d  th a t  th e  C o u n te s s
d ied  in  Spa in  b e f o r e  h e r  hu sb an d  w as p o s ted  to  P e r u .  T he  s e c o n d  w ife ,
who a c c o m p a n ie d  h im  th e r e ,  le d  a r e m a r k a b ly  h e a l th y  l i f e ,  and  w as
n e v e r  c u r e d  w ith  the  ch inchona  b a rk ,  n o r  did she in t ro d u c e  i t  in to  
254
E u r o p e .
T he  v e r s i o n  of the  s to r y  u su a l ly  a c c e p te d  to d ay  i s  th a t  in  1638, 
a  P e r u v ia n  r e v e a le d  the  s e c r e t  of "qu inqu ina"  to  the  D i r e c to r  of the  
J e s u i t s  in  P e r u .  T he  D i r e c to r  c a r r i e d  the  d ru g  to  R o m e  in  1649, and  
f o r  a  long t im e ,  i t  w as  known a s  the  î 'P o u d re  d e s  P e r e s "  o r  " P o u d r e  
d e s  j é s u i t e s " ,  and  w as  sold  fo r  i ts  w e igh t in  gold . In  1679, an  E n g l i s h -
252. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 37 6, 11. 100 - 101.
253. H a g g is ,  A . W . ,  "F u n d a m e n ta l  E r r o r s  in  th e  E a r l y  H is to r y  of C in c h o n a " ,
a r t i c l e  p u b lish ed  in: B u lle t in  of the  H is to r y  of 
1941, V o l .X ,  p. 417.
254. I b i d . , p . 417.    -
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m a n  n a m e d  T a lb o t  d i s c o v e re d  how to  in fuse  it in  w ine , and  th e n  i n ­
t r o d u c e d  i t  in to  F r a n c e .  T h e re  it b e c a m e  known a s  " le  r e m e d e  a n g ­
la i s  . M any  F r e n c h  nob lem en , inc lud ing  the  P r i m e  M in i s t e r ,  C o lb e r t ,  
w e r e  c u r e d  with.it. A s  a g e s tu r e  of g ra t i tu d e ,  the  K ing  o f f e re d  T a lb o t  
2000 lo u is  d 'o r  and  an  annual p e n s io n  of 2000 f r a n c s .  . I t  i s  to  th is  
g e s tu r e  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e f e r s  in h is  p r a i s e  of L o u is  XIV in  the  
p o e m .
B u t d e s p i te  th is  ro y a l  p a t ro n a g e ,  th e  n ew  d ru g  w as  r e c e iv e d
in  F r a n c e  w ith  m ix e d  fe e l in g s .  W hile so m e  m e d ic a l  m e n  r e j e c t e d  i t ,
o t h e r s ,  in c lu d in g  m a n y  o rd in a r y  peo p le ,  w e lc o m e d  i t .
L e s  d i s c u s s io n s  d e s  m é d e c in s  s u r  ce  fé b r i fu g e  
a v a ie n t  a  c e t te  epoque a t t i r e  l 'a t t e n t io n  d e s  gens  
du m o n d e ,  qui, se lo n  l 'u s a g e ,  p re n a ie n t  p a r t i  
p o u r  ou c o n t r e ,  s an s  c o n n a is s a n c e  de c a u s e . . . .
C e r t a in s  m é d e c in s  s 'e l e v e r e n t  c o n t re  ce r e m è d e ,  *
et i l  ne r é u s s i t  pas  en  E u r o p e  C ep en d an t,  s ' i l
eu t s e s  d é t r a c t e u r s ,  i l  eu t a u s s i  s e s  p a r t i s a n s .
Gu.i P a t in  and  h i s  f r i e n d s  no t only  m a d e  an  open  m o c k e r y  of "q u in ­
q u in a" ,  bu t a c t i v e ly  d i r e c te d  the  p r e p a r a t io n  of s c h o la r ly  t h e s e s  a g a in s t  
i t .  T h e  l e a r n e d  jo u rn a l .  N o u v e lle s  de la  ré p u b l iq u e  d e s  L e t t r e s  
r e p o r t s  of n u m e r o u s  th e s e s  w r i t t e n  in  the  F a c u l ty  of M ed ic in e  of th e  
U n iv e r s i ty  of P a r i s  a g a in s t  the  u s e  of "q u in q u in a" ,  m e n t io n in g  in  p a r ­
t i c u l a r ,  th e  t h e s e s  s u b m it te d  by  D enyau , P e r r e a u  an d  M au v ila in .  
P e r r e a u ' s  t h e s i s ,  a s  s u m m a r iz e d  by  the  jo u r n a l ,  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  fo r  
th e  d i s m a l  p ic tu r e  i t  p a in ts  of the  new  d ru g .
C e l le s  ( t i ie se s )  de M. P e r r e a u  a f f i r m e n t  en  p r o p r e s
t e r m e s  que tou te  l a  v e r tu  de c e t te  p o u d re  ne  v a  
q u 'a  d o n n e r  un  peu de r é p i t ,  m a i s  que c ' e s t  une 
f a u s s e  t r ê v e  qui ne p r o m e t  l a  p a ix  q u 'a f in  de 
r e n o u v e le r  une g u e r r e  p lu s  d a n g e r e u s e ,  e t  que , s i
le  p o iso n  se cache  pou r un peu de t e m p s ,  ce  n ' e s t
q u 'a f in  de f a i r e  p lus  de r a v a g e s  a p r è s  c e la ;  que p lu s  
on se  s e r t  de ce r e m e d e ,  p lus  on c o n su m e  le  suc  
g é n i ta l  d e s  p a r t i e s ,  e t  ^c^u'enfin c e la  r e n d  la  v ie  
b eau c o u p  p lu s  c o u r te .
T he  above  w as  the  su b s tan ce  of the  th e s i s  to  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  a l lu d e s
in  l in e  90 of h is  p o e m . In h is  own th e s i s ,  a l s o  s u p e r v i s e d  by  Gui
P a t in ,  D enyau  m a d e  a c o n c e n tra te d  a t ta ck  on M o n g in o t 's  t r e a t i s e  w h ich
p u b l ic iz e d  the  m e r i t s  of "qu inquina"  and  th e  t h e o r y  of H a r v e y  on b lood
c i r c u la t io n .  P a r t  of h is  t h e s i s  r e a d s :
255. W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . C . , Op. C i t . , pp. 176 - 177.
256. N o u v e l le s  de l a  répub lique  d es  l e t t r e s ,  P a r i s ,  a v r i l  1685, a i t i c l e  v i i i .
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L e  l i v r e  de la  g u é r is o n  des  f i e v r e s  p a r  le  Q u inqu ina , 
c o m p o se  k î .  de M onginot, fa m eu x  m e d e c in  de
P a r i s ,  a  e te  s i  b ien  r e ç u  et im p r im e  tan t  de fo is ,  
q u 'o n  p eu t d i r e  que c 'e s t  s 'o p p o s e r  au t o r r e n t  que _ __ 
de s o u te n i r  le s  th e s e s  dont nous avons  fa i t  m e n t io n .
In sp i te  of th is  m a n i f e s t  h o s t i l i ty  f r o m  an  in f lu en t ia l  s e c t io n  of the  
m e d ic a l  fa c u l ty ,  the  fa i th  of so m e  d o c to r s  and  the m a j o r i t y  of F r e n c h  
c i t i z e n s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  a r i s t o c r a t s ,  in  the  new  d ru g  r e m a in e d  u n ­
sh ak e n .  M m e . de Sev igne , no ted  fo r  h e r  s a r c a s t i c  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd s  
d ru g s  and  p h y s ic ia n s  in g e n e ra l ,  app laud .ed  "q u in q u in a"  a s  a  w e lc o m e  
r e l i e f  f r o m  the  s t r a n g e  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  and  the  h a r m f u l  b lo o d - le t t in g  to  
w hich  p a t ie n t s  w e r e  h i th e r to  su b jec te d .
Ce r e m e d e  de l 'A n g la i s ,  qui s e r a  b ie n tô t  p u b lie ,  
r e n d s  l e s  m é d e c in s  f o r t  m é p r i s a b l e s ,  a v ec  l e u r s  
s a ig n e e s  e t  l e u r s  m é d e c in e s .  ^
*
T h e  d u c h e s s e  de M a z a r in  w as p a r t i c u l a r l y  e n th u s ia s t i c  abou t th e  n ew  
r e m e d y  a n d  d id  no t fa i l  to  c o m m u n ic a te  h e r  in fa tu a t io n  to  h e r  f r i e n d s  
a n d  to  h e r  s i s t e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  to the  d u c h e s s e  de B o u il lo n .  A s  a  
r e s u l t ,  th e  l a t t e r  c o m m is s io n e d  L a  F o n ta in e  to c e l e b r a t e  "q u in q u in a"  
in  th e  la n g u ag e  of the  M u se s .  T h is  e x p la in s  in  p a r t  the  s id e  ta k e n  
by o u r  p o e t  in  th e  "qu inqu ina"  c o n t ro v e r s y .
A c c o rd in g ly ,  he a t ta c k s  the  an t i -q u in q u in a  " d o c te s " ,  and  r e ­
p ro a c h e s  th e m  f o r  th e i r  in te l le c tu a l  c a b a l i s m ,  and  e x p r e s s e s  the  hope 
th a t  th i s  h an d fu l  of a g i t a to r s  would a c c e p t  the  f a c t s  of e x p e r ie n c e  and  
w e lc o m e  th e  new  d ru g .
L e  qu in  re g n e  au jo u rd 'h u i ;  nos h a b i le s  s ' en  s e r v e n t .  
Q u e lq u es -u n s  e n c o re  c o n se rv e n t .
C o m m e  un point de re l ig io n .
L ' i n t é r ê t  de l 'E c o le  et l e u r  opin ion .
C e u x - la  m ê m e  y viendront;- et d é s o r m a i s  m a  v e in e  
N e p la in d r a  p lus  des  m a u x  dont l ' a r t  fa i t  so n  d o m a in e .
P e u  de gen s ,  je  l 'a v o u e ,  ont p a r t  a  ce d i s c o u r s .
T h e n  th e  poe t r e - e m p h a s i z e s  the  c u ra t iv e  p o w e rs  of "q u in q u in a"  
a s  if  to  b r in g  the  fa c t  hom e to  the  d is s id e n t  p h y s ic i a n s .  H is  f r ie n d ,  
M ongino t, a t t r i b u t e s  th e se  p o w ers  to  the  b i t t e r n e s s  of th e  d ru g :
257. N o u v e l le s  de la  rep u b liq u e  des  l e t t r e s ,  a v r i l  JL 685, a r t i c l e  v i i i .
258. S ev igne , (M m e . de), L e t t r e s ,  quo ted  in  C ab a n e s ,  A . , Op. C i t . , p . 110.
259. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 376, 11. 382 - o88.
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Son a m e r tu m e  co m b at et m o r t i f i e  le  le v a in  des
f i e v r e s ,  l ' a m e r  e t l 'a c id e  ne pouvant c o m p a t i r  
e n s e m b le ,  60
A m p lify in g  th i s  id e a .  L a  F o n ta in e  s ta t e s  th a t  the  b i t t e r ,  e a r th y ,  g e n t ­
ly  a s t r i n g e n t  an d  r e s in o u s - b a l s a r n ie  con ten t of "q u in q u in a"  a c t s  upon 
the  f e b r i l e  a g e n t  th a t  in fe c ted  the  body; i t  a l s o  c o r r e c t s  th e  t e x tu r e  
and  e r a  s is  of th e  b lood , w hile  a t  the  s a m e  t im e  s t r e n g th e n in g  the  
p o r e s  a n d  su b c u ta n e o u s  v e s s e l s  w hich  w e re  too la x  and  too  d i s p o s e d  
to  s t a s i s .
• Q uan t a  s e s  q u a l i té s ,  p r in c ip e s  de sa  f o r c e .
C 'e s t  l ' â p r e ,  c 'e s t  l 'h m e r ,  c 'e s t  a u s s i  l a  c h a le u r .
C e l l e - c i  cu i t  l e s  su c s  de q u a l i té  lo u a b le .
D is s ip e  ce  qui nu it  ou n ' e s t  po in t fa v o ra b le ;
M a is  la  p r in c ip a le  v e r tu  
P a r  qui so i t  ce f e r m e n t  dans  nos  c o rp s  c o m b a t tu .
C 'e s t  c e t  a m e r ,  ce t  â p r e ,  e n n em is  de l ' a c i d e .
D ouble  f r e i n  qui, d o m p tan t  sa  f u r e u r  h o m ic id e ,  «
A p a is e  le s  ^ e s p r i t s  de c o le r e  a g i t é s .  261
A s  a  fo l lo w -u p ,  o u r  poet d e s c r ib e s  how to  p r e p a r e  th e  new  d ru g .  In  
a n  e a r l i e r  w o rk  about the  t r e a tm e n t  of p la g u e s ,  e n t i t le d  S e c r e t s  P o ly -  
daed a le s  c o n t re  la  p e s te ,  and  p u b l ish e d  by  M o n g in o t 's  f a th e r  in  1606, 
it i s  s t r e s s e d  th a t ,  f o r  d ru g s  to  be  m o r e  e f fe c t iv e ,  th e y  m u s t  be  in ­
fu s e d  in  l iq u o r .
Ce r e m e d e ,  po u r  a g i r  s u b t i le m e n t  e t  p ro m p te m e n t  
e t  m u l t i p l i e r  a s s u r é m e n t  l e s  e f fe ts  avec  v iv a c i té ,  
do it  ê t r e  ra f f in e ,  e p u re  e t p r e p a r ^ ^ j j a r  l a  c h im ie  en  
le  fondan t l e g e r e m e n t  en l iq u e u r .
In  M o n g in o t 's  own t r e a t i s e  of 1679, he s t r e s s e s  th a t  i t  m a t t e r s  v e r y
l i t t l e  w ith  w h a t ty p e  of l iq u o r  the  d ru g  is  ta k e n .  T h e  im p o r ta n t  th in g
is  to  h av e  th e  r ig h t  do sag e  of the  b a s ic  in g re d ie n t ,  n a m e ly ,  -"quinquina"
i t s e l f ,  f o r  c u r e s  depend  e s s e n t i a l ly  on i t .  L iq u o r  m e r e l y  s e r v e s '  to
m a k e  the  d ru g  w o rk  m o r e  p ro m p t ly .
De que lque  m a n iè r e  q u 'o n  donne le  qu inqu ina , i l
e s t  t o u jo u r s  la  p r in c ip a le  c h o se ,  p o u r  n e  p a s  d i r e
l 'u n iq u e ,  a la q u e l le  e s t  due la  g u é r is o n .
L a  F o n ta in e  does  not; .dev iate  f r o m  th i s .  L ik e  M ongino t,  he  r e p e a t s
th a t  the  b a s i c  in g re d ie n t ,  th a t  i s ,  the  d ru g  i t s e l f ,  shou ld  be  d i lu te d  in
an y  type  of d r in k ,  and  g ives  m o r e  r e a s o n s  fo r  h i s  a d h e r e n c e  to  th i s
p r e s c r i p t i o n .  _____________ _________ _____________________________ __ ________
260. M ongino t, F r a n ç o i s  de. Op. C i t . , pp. 44, 48 - 49.,
261. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 377, 11. 409 - 417.
262. M ongino t, ( p è r e ) ,  S e c r e t s  P o ly d æ d a le s  c o n t re  l a  P e s t e ,  R ouen ,
1606, pp . 26 -  27.
263. M ongino t, F ,  Op. C i t . , p. 13.
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L a  b a s e  dû r e m è d e  é tan t ce d iv in  b o i s  _
N u lle  l iq u e u r  au quina n 'e s t  c o n t r a i r e :
L 'o n d e  in s ip id e  et la  c e r v o is e  a m è r e .
T o u t s 'e n  i m b i b e . . . .
E t  B ac c h u s  vous envoie  
De p le in s  v a i s s e a u x  d 'u n  ju s  d é l ic ieu x .
A u t r e  a n t id o te ,  a u t r e  b-.|’énfait des  d e u x .
L e  m o û t  s u r to u t ,  lo r s q u e  le  bon  S ilèn e ,
B o u i l la n t  e n c o r  le  pu ise  à t a s s e  p le in e .
S a it  au  r e m e d e  a jo u te r  quelque  p rix ;
Soit q u 'é ta n t  p le in  de chaleur e t d ' e s p r i t s  
I l  le  s u b l im e ,  e t donne à sa  n a tu re  
D 'a u t r e s  d e g r é s  qu 'une  s im p le  te in tu re ;
Soit que le  v in  p a r  ce chaud v e h em e n t  
S 'e m p r e ig n e  a lo r s  beaucoup  p lus  a i s é m e n t .
Ou que b o u i l la n t  il r e j e t t e  av ec  fo r c e  
T o u t  l ' i n u t i l e  et l ' im p u r  de l 'é c o r c e :
Ce ju s  en fin  p o u r  p lus  d 'u n e  r a i s o n
P a r t a g e r a  l e s  h o n n e u rs  d 'A pollon; -
N é s  l 'u n  p o u r  l ' a u t r e  i l s  jo in d ro n t  l e u r  p u i s s a n c e .
E n t r e  B a c c h u s  e t  le  s a c r é  v a l lo n  •
T o u jo u r s  on v it  une é t r o i te  a l l i a n c e . ^64
T h e  d ru g ^ th u s  p r e p a r e d ,  m u s t  be  a d m in i s t e r e d  in  m e a s u r e d  d o s e s ,  d e ­
pend ing  on the  ag e  and s t r e n g th  of th e  p a t ien t  and  th e  g r a v i ty  of th e  
f e b r i l e  condition .
 E x a m in e z  la  f i e v r e .
R e g a rd e z  le  t e m p e ra m e n t ;
D o u b lez ,  s ' i l  e s t  b e so in ,  l 'u s a g e  de l ' e c o r c e ;
S e lon  que le  m a la d e  a  p lus  ou m o in s  de f o r c e .
Il d e m an d e  un  quina p lu s  ou m o in s  v e h e m e n t .
A s  f o r  th e  s ta te  of the  l iq u o r  to  be  u s e d ,  M onginot p r e s c r i b e s  a s
fo llo w s  :
C e t te  m ê m e  p r é p a r a t io n  s e r a  e n c o re  m e i l l e u r e  e t 
m o in s  d é s a g r é a b l e ,  s i  on la  fa i t  dans  le  t e m p s  des  
v e n d a g e s ,  m ê la n t  le s  m ê m e s  c h o se s  a v ec  le  v in  
l o r s q u ' i l  c u v e r a .
T h is  i s  w ha t L a  F o n ta in e  r e p e a t s  in the  fo llow ing l in e s  :
M a is ,  c o m m e  i l  fau t au  quina quelque  cho ix .
L e  v in  en  veu t a u s s i  b ien  que ce b o is :
L e  p lu s  l é g e r  conv ien t m ie u x  au r e m e d e .
T he  m o r e  f e r m e n te d  and l ig h te r  the  l iq u o r  the  m o r e  e f fe c t iv e  i t  w i l l  be,
M onginot w as  th e  on ly  p h y s ic ia n  of the  epoch  to  add  th i s  v i ta l  d e ta i l
abou t the  con d it io n  of the  l iq u o r  b e s t  su i ted  fo r  "qu in q u in a" :
264. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 377, 11. 457, 4 7 8 -503 .
2 6 5 . I b i d . , p .  377 , 11. 4 6 2 -4 6 6 .
2 66. M ongino t, F r a n ç o i s  de, Op. C i t . ,  p . 26.
267. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p . C i t . ,  p . 377, 11. 504 -5 0 6 .
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M ongino t e s t  le  seu l qui c o n se i l le  c e la ,  e t  qui 
re c o m m a n d e  de p re n d re  le  r e m e d e  dans  le  t e m p s  
d e s  v e n d a g e s .  C 'e s t  tou t le  c o n t r a i r e  dans  l e s  
t r a i t e s  de ce te m p s  que j ' a i  con su lte :  dans  to u s  
on re c o m m a n d e  de p r e p a r e r  le  qu inquina  a v ec  du 
bon  v in  de B ou rg o g n e , e t m ê m e  du v in  d 'E s p a g n e .  268
T h a t  o u r  p o e t  r e p e a t s  th is  v e r y  d e ta i l  shows how h e a v i ly  he d ep en d ed
upon M ongino t f o r  in s p i r a t io n ,  s in ce  no o th e r  c o n te m p o ra y  p h y s ic ia n
m e n t io n s  i t .
T h e  e f f ic a c y  of "qu inqu ina"  c o n c lu d es  L a  F o n ta in e ,  i s  s e e n  in  
the  h u n d re d s  of peop le  c u re d  w ith i t .  T h e s e  in c lu d e d  a n u m b e r  of e m i -  
n in e n t  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  such  a s  the G re a t  Conde and  h i s  son , th e  P r i m e  
M in i s t e r ,  C o lb e r t ,  m e m b e r s  of th e  R o y a l H o u se h o ld  and  o th e r  f a s h io n ­
a b le  n o b le m e n ,  so m e  of whom  w e r e  d r in k in g  the  fe b r i fu g e  in  b o t t l e f u l s .
In a  l e t t e r  to  B o i le a u ,  d a ted  I7 th  A u g u st ,  1687, R a c in e  o b s e r v e s  th a t
«
th e  ro y a l  c o u r t  w as  fu ll of a r i s t o c r a t s  w ith  a  b e lly fu l  of "q u in q u in a" :
On ne  v o i t  a  la  c o u r  que d ^ |  gens qui ont le  
v e n t r e  p le in  de qu inqu ina . ^
T h i s  g iv e s  a n  id e a  of the  p o p u la r i ty  en joyed  by  th e  d ru g  i n  . c e r t a in  . '
q u a r t e r s , -  a s  w e lL  as  ex p la in s  w hy i t  w as  so to p ic a l  a m o n g  m e d ic a l  an d
l i t e r a r y  m e n .
U sing  th i s  p o p u la r i ty  and  the  s a lu t a r y  ro le  of the  w o n d e r  d ru g  
a s  a  s p r in g b o a rd ,  o u r  poet p lu n g es  in to  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  m e d i ta t io n ,  l in k in g  
th e  e p iso d e  of "q u in q u in a"  w ith  h i s  P r o v id e n t i a l i s t  p h i lo so p h y .  H e r e ­
f l e c t s  upon  th e  e s s a i t i a l  and  u nden iab le  g o o d n ess  and  b e n e v o le n c e  of 
n a tu r e ,  and  r e a f f i r m s  h is  fa i th  in  P r o v id e n c e ,  in  m a n 's  o r ig in a l  in n o ­
c e n c e ,  and  in  th e  fa c t  th a t  m u ch  of the  fo l ly  th a t  b e s e t s  th e  w o r ld  is  
m a n - m a d e .  T h i s  l a s t  idea  is  co nveyed  by  m e a n s  of th e  G re e k  m y th  of 
P a n d o r a ' s  box  w h ich  the  poet v iv id ly  r e c a l l s :
Si le  qu ina  s e r v a i t  à  n o u r r i r  nos d é fa u ts .
J e  t i e n d r a i s  un te l  b ien  p o u r  le  p lu s  g ra n d  d e s  m a u x
L e s  M uses  m 'o n t  a p p r i s  que l 'e n fa n c e  du m o n d e .
S im p le ,  s a n s  p a s s io n s ,  en  d é s i r s  in féco n d e .
V iv an t  de peu , s an s  luxe , é v i ta i t  l e s  d o u le u rs :
N ous n 'a v io n s  pas  en  nous la  s o u rc e  d e s  m a lh e u r s  
Qui nous font a u jo u rd 'h u i  la  g u e r r e .
268 . R e g n ie r ,  A . D . ,  Op. C i t . , t .  VI, p. o48; C i. no te  6,
269. R a c in e ,  J . ,  O p. C i t . ,  (éd it .  A . D. R é g n ie r ) ,  P a r i s ,  H a c h e t te ,  1865,
t .  VI, pp. 587-590.
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L e  C ie l  n 'e x ig e a i t  l o r s  n u ls  t r i b u t s  de la  t e r r e :
L 'h o m m e  ig n o ra i t  le s  d ieux , q u ' i l  n 'a p p r e n d  q u 'a u  b e s o in .
De n o u s  l e s  e n s e ig n e r  P a n d o re  p r i t  le  so in .
Sa b o i t e  se  t ro u v a  de p o iso n s  t ro p  r e m p l ie :
P o u r  d i s p e n s e r  l e s  b ien s  e t  le s  m a u x  de la  v ie .
E n  deux  tonneaijix a p a r t  l 'u n  e t l ' a u t r e  fut m is  
C eux de n ous  que Ju p in  r e g a r d e  co m m e, a m is  
^ h i s e n t  a. l e u r  n a i s s a n c e  en  c e s  to n n e s  f a t a l e s  
Un m e la n g e  d e s  deux p a r  p o r t io n s  ég a lé  s;
L e  r e s t e  d e s  h u m a in s  abonde dans le s  m a u x .
A u  s e u i l  de son  p a la i s  J u p in  m i t  c e s  to n n e au x .
Ce ne  fu t i c i - b a s  que p la in te  et que m u r m u r e ;
O n acc^usa d e s  m a u x  l ' e x c e s s i v e  m e s u r e .
F a t ig u e  de nos  c r i s  le  m o n a rq u e  d e s  d ieux
V in t l u i - m e m e  é c l a i r c i r  l a  ch o se  en  c e s  b a s  l ie u x .
M en , in  t h e i r  v a n i ty ,  ig n o re  the  fac t  th a t  m o th e r  n a tu r e  h a s  in  h e r
b o s o m  the  c u r e  f o r  e v e r y  i l l ;  th e y  d e s p is e  h e r  b a s i c ,  s im p le , '  and  u n ­
ta in te d  g if ts  in  p u r s u i t  of c h im e r i c a l  fo r tu n e  and  lu x u ry ,  on ly  ^to d i s c o ­
v e r  th a t  b y  so  doing , th e y  have  d i s ru p te d  the  g e n e r a l  e q u i l ib r iu m  to  
t h e i r  own d is a d v a n ta g e .
Q u ' i l s  im p u te n t  l e u r s  m a u x  à  l e u r  d é rè g lem e n t ,^
E t  non  po in t aux  a u te u r s  de l e u r  t e m p e r a m e n t .  ^
In c o n c lu s io n .  L a  F o n ta in e  adds  a  m o r a l  r e m e d y  to the  p h y s ic a l  on e ,
an d  p r e s c r i b e s  fo r  the  p r o p e r  a d m in i s t r a t io n  of th e  f o r m e r  m o d e r a t io n ,
t e m p e r a n c e  and  d i s c r e t i o n  in the  u s e  of the  w o n d e rfu l  g if ts  of n a t u r e .
C o r r ig e z -v o u s ,  h u m a in s ;  que le  f r u i t  de m e s  v e r s
Soit l 'u s a g e  r é g l é  des  dons de la  n a t u r e . . . .
L e  qu in a  s 'o f f r e  a v o u s ,  u s e z  de s e s  t r é s o r s .
'■T h e  " d is c ip le  de L u c r è c e "  h a s  thus  ended  h is  s c ie n t i f ic  d i s c u s s io n  on 
th e  s a m e  no te  a s  h is  h o n o u red  m a s t e r .  S c ien ce  is  b le n d e d  w ith  m o r a ­
l i ty  an d  in  th a t  w ay  show s the  b a la n c e d  c h a r a c t e r  of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  
in te l le c tu a l  g ro w th .
T h e  P o e m e  du Q uinquina  i s  a  c l e a r  ev id en c e  of the  p o e t 's
m a t u r i t y  a s  w e l l  a s  a  te s t im o n y  of the  v e r s a t i l i t y  of h i s  g e n iu s .  He
h im s e l f  r e g a r d s  i t  a s  su ch . The t a s k  of a poe t d i s c u s s in g  s c ie n c e  and
m e d ic in e ,  he  a d m i t s ,  i s  an a rd u o u s  one, b u t  th e  e f fo r t  is  e q u a l ly  r e ­
w a rd in g  and  w o r th w h ile ,  h en ce  he co n c lu d es  :
E t e r n i s e z  m o n  nom , qu 'un  jo u r  on p u is s e  d i re :
"L e  c h a n t r e  de ce b o is  sut c h o is i r  s e s  s u je ts ;
P h é b u s ,  a m is  des  g ra n d s  p r o je t s ,
270 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 378, 11. 565 -  586.
271. I b i d . , p .  378, 11. 599 - 600.
272. I b id . ,  p . 3 7 8 ;  11. 623 - 624; Cf. 11. 625 -  628.
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L u i  p r ê t a  son  s a v o i r  a u s s i  b ien  que la  l y r e .  "
J  a c c e p te  ce t au g u re  a m e s  v e r s  g lo r ieu x ;
T o u t c o n c o u r t  a f l a t t e r  l a - d e s s u s  m o n  g e n ie .  , . ,
T h e  d ip ty ch  f o r m  of the  poem , p r e s e n t in g  a t e r r i b l e  m a la d y  in  the  
f i r s t  can to  and  the  r e m e d y  in  the  second , fo llow s th e  p a t t e r n  of c o n ­
t r a s t s  d e v e lo p e d  in P s y c h e . But in the  l a t t e r ,  good and  h a p p in e s s  
p r e c e d e  ev il  and  s o r ro w ,  w hile  the  p o s i t io n  is  r e v e r s e d  in  th e  P o e m e  
du Q u in q u in a  . T h e  l a s t  q u a t ra in  of the  f i r s t  can to  (I, 11. 304 -  307) 
and  th e  f i r s t  q u a t r a in  of th e  seco n d  p a r t  (II, 11. 1 - 4 )  r e p r e s e n t  the  
ch ange  of tone  f r o m  p e s s im i s m  to  p ro v id e n t ia l i s t  o p t im is m ;  a n  o p t i ­
m i s m  founded  upon  th e  fa i th  th a t
T o u t  m a l '  a  son  r e m e d e  au  s e in  de la  N a tu r e .
% > • ■ T h is  de ligh tfu l  l ine , p r e g n a n t  w ith  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  i m p l i c a ­
t io n s ,  i s  th e  p o e t ic  t r a n s l a t i o n  b y  o u r  poe t of M onginot*s r e f l e c t io n  to  
th e  e f fe c t  th a t
N ous ne  voyons j a m a is  to u t  ce cme la  n a tu r e  nous  m e t  
p o u r  a in s i  d i r e  devan t l e s  yeux.
T h e  p r o v id e n t ia l  c a r e  p ro v id e d  f o r  m a n  by  n a tu r e  is  s y m b o liz e d  in  
th e  s o l a r  m y th  of A pollo  (I, 11. 36 - 38). T h is  e n th u s ia s t ic  o p t im is m  
lo o k s  a h e a d  w ith  confidence  in the  fu tu re  of h u m a n ity ,  a id ed  by  e x p e r i ­
m e n ta l  s c i e n c e .  B u t it  does  not o b l i te r a te  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  m o r a l  p e s s i ­
m i s m  w h ich  s p r in g s  f r o m  h is  t r a g i c  a w a r e n e s s  of m a n 's  r e c k l e s s  a b u se  
of h u m a n  in g e n u i ty  and  the g ifts  of n a tu re ,  th e r e b y  c r e a t in g  e v i l  and  
m i s e r y  w h e re  none should  n o r m a l ly  e x is t .
In c o n c lu s io n ,  we d a re  to  s ta te  th a t  a s  a w o rk  of a r t .  L e
P o e m e  du Q u inqu ina  is  an  e x c e l le n t  p oem . A s a  s c ie n t i f ic  e x p o s i t io n ,
i t  l a c k s  e m p i r i c a l  e x ac t i tu d e ,  and  f o r  th is ,  a n u m b e r  of f a c to r s  a r e
r e s p o n s ib l e .  T he  f i r s t  of th e se  is  L a  F o n ta in e 's  r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  the
s c ie n t i f ic  and  te c h n ic a l  id e a s  w hich  he u s e s  in  th e  p o e m . I t  i s  to  be
n o te d  th a t ,  in  no o th e r  w o rk  of the  poet, is  th e  m e ta p h o r  of " P a p i l lo n  
27 6du P a r n a s s e " ,  a s  ap p lied  to  h im , m o r e  a p p r o p r ia t e  th a n  in  th is  
p o e m . F ly in g  l ik e  the  honey  bee  f r o m  f lo w er  to  f lo w e r ,  and  w a n d e r in g  
o v e r  the  g a r d e n s  and  m ead o w s, of the  M u ses  an d  the  h o n e y - f lo w e r in g  
fo u n ta in s  of id e a s ,  he g a th e re d  th e  sw ee t m a t e r i a l  w ith  w hich  h e  p r o -
273. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 378, 11. 629 - 634.
274. I b i d . ,  p .  376, 1. 378.
275. M ongino t, F r a n ç o i s  de. Op. C i t . , p. 4.
2 7 6 . M a u c ro ix ,  F .  de, et L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e ,  Op. C i t . , p. lo 3 .
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d u ced  h i s  p ithy , h a l f - s e r i o u s ,  h a l f -h u m o r o u s  d i s c o u r s e .  T h is  i s  on ly  
to  be e x p e c te d .  L a  F o n ta in e  is  n e i th e r  a  s c i e n t i s t  n o r  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  
p h y s ic ia n ,  bu t a  l i t e r a r y  m a n ,  a poe t,  who puts  e x is t in g  th o u g h ts  in to  
go lden  w o r d s .  T h u s  for, m o s t  of the  f i r s t  and  the  se c o n d  c a n to s  of th e  
p o e m , he  is  m o r e  of a  c h r o n ic le r  th an  an  o r ig in a to r  of id e a s ;  th a t  i s ,  
he  i s  a  r e p o r t e r ,  s e t t in g  down w ith  run n in g  c o m m e n ta r y ,  the  f a c t s  of 
the  s i tu a t io n  a s  he  u n d e rs to o d  th e m  a t  the  t im e .  I t  shou ld  a l s o  be  a p ­
p r e c ia t e d  th a t  m u c h  of the  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  m e d ic a l  s c ie n c e  w a s  
c o n ta m in a te d  w ith  s p e c u la t io n .  T h u s ,  som e of th e  p o e t ’s id e a s  on 
p a th o lo g ic a l  c o n d it io n s  and  d ru g s  a r e  b a s e d  upon in f e r e n c e  r a t h e r  th a n  
upon sound  e x p e r im e n ta t io n .  T h e  g ro u n d s  on w h ich  h e  b a s e s  h i s  c l i n i ­
c a l  o b s e r v a t io n s  a r e ,  by  m o d e r n  s ta n d a r d s ,  - r a th e r  f e e b le ,  a s  h is  c r i ­
t i c a l  a c u m e n  w a s  s e r io u s ly  h a m p e r e d  by lack, of th o ro u g h  m e d ic a l  k n o w ­
le d g e .
B ut d e sp i te  th e s e  o b s e r v a t io n s ,  ou r p o e t 's  w o rk  i s  in  f a s h io n ,  
a u d a c io u s  and  a d m ir a b le  fo r  adap tin g  ex c it in g  n ew  d e v e lo p m e n ts  in  
s ic e n c e  an d  m e d ic in e  to  p o e t ry .  W hile h is  e x p o s i t io n  l e a v e s  m a n y  g a p s ,  
i t  d o es  p ro v id e  a  s e r i e s  of in te r lo c k in g  c o n ce p ts ,  i n t e g r a te d  one w ith  
the  o th e r  in  a  c o h e r e n t  m a n n e r .  T he  poem  i s  th e  p ro d u c t  of Ua m o r e  
s e r e n e  w is d o m  ; a  w isd o m  w hich  the  e x p e r ie n c e  of y e a r s  h a s  c o n d i t io n ed  
to  a p p r e c i a t e  c o u ra g e ,  e f fo r t  and  g e n e r o s i ty .  It is  a l s o  the  r e a c t io n  of 
a d is i l lu s io n e d  b u t a l e r t  old age  in the  fa c e  of the  in e x h a u s t ib le  w o n d e rs  
of n a t u r e .  I t s  au d ac io u s  m o d e rn i ty  and  c au tio u s  o p t im is m  in  the  fu tu r e  
of m e d ic a l  s c ie n c e  m a k e  it  the  m o s t  fo rw a rd - lo o k in g ,  e v en  if  the  m o s t  
sp e c u la t iv e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o e m s .  The poet is  now  not o n ly  in  th e  
l im e l ig h t  of th e  l i t e r a r y  w o rld ,  bu t h a s  e n te r e d  th e  m a in  s t r e a m  of 
s c ie n t i f ic  th o u g h t.  T h u s  o u r  f o r m e r  fa b u l is t  h a s ,  th a n k s  m a in ly  to  h i s  
e c l e c t i c i s m ,  g r a d u a l ly  grow n to be , in  tu rn ,  a  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t ,  p h i lo s o ­
p h e r ,  s c i e n t i s t  and  a m a te u r  p h y s ic ian .  T he  th r e e  b r o a d  a s p e c t s  of in ­
t e l l e c tu a l  g ro w th ,  n a m e ly ,  the  l i t e r a r y ,  the  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  an d  th e  s c i e n ­
t i f ic ,  h av e  now c r y s t a l l i z e d  and  f e r t i l i z e d  e ac h  o th e r  in  th e  s a m e  p e r ­
s o n a l i ty .  If we a c c e p t  id e a s  a s  the  v i ta l  s o u rc e  of c r e a t iv e  p o w er;  if 
we ta k e  the  su m  to ta l  of a m a n  to be what he  k n o w s, th e n  we h av e  to  
a c c e p t  the  fa c t  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  b e co m e  an  in te l l e c tu a l  in  the  t r u e  
s e n s e  of th e  w o rd .  I t  only r e m a in s  fo r  a  g ra te fu l  an d  a p p r e c ia t iv e  n a ­
tio n  to  e n d o r s e  th i s  fa c t  fo rm a U y  by  h o n o u rin g  h im  w ith  a  s e a t  in  the  
A c a d e m y ,
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5. E le c t io n  to  th e  A c a d e m y  (1684)
B y  the  t im e  the  P o è m e  du Q uinqu ina  a p p e a r e d  (1682), L a  
F o n ta in e  h ad  p u b l is h e d  s e v e r a l  w o rk s  of v a r io u s  d e s c r ip t i o n s  : m a n y  
p o e m s ,  a l l  h i s  t a l e s  and m o s t  of h is  f a b le s .  He h ad , fo r  a l l  i n te n t s  
an d  p u r p o s e s ,  b e c o m e  a fu l ly  m a t u r e  in te l le c tu a l ,  a s  we h av e  a l r e a d y  
n o te d .  B o i le a u  too had  pu b lish ed  h is  A r t  P o é t iq u e  , h i s  L u t r i n ,  n ine  
S a t i r e s  and  s e v e r a l  E p i t r e s : . Y et n e i th e r  he  n o r  L a  F o n ta in e  h a d  a . 
s e a t  in  th e  A c a d e m y ,  r e m a r k a b le  w its  though th e y  w e r e .  O n M a r c h  22, 
1684, M . de B e z o n s ,  S ta te  C o u n se l  and  M e m b e r  of the  A c a d é m ie  F r a n ­
ç a i s e ,  d ied , th u s  c r e a t in g  a  v a c a n t  s e a t  in  the  A c a d e m y .  T h e r e  w a s  a  
lo t  of h e a te d  d e b a te  a s  to  w hich  of the  two w r i t e r s ,  n a m e ly .  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  and  B o ileau ,.  shou ld  be e le c te d  to  f i l l  the  v a c a n t  s e a t .
L a  F o n ta in e  e a g e r ly  d e s i r e d  th is  h o n o u r  w hich  h e  c o n s id e r e d  a s  
a  f i t t in g  c l im a x  of h is  in te l le c tu a l  a s p i r a t i o n s .  N a tu r a l ly ,  he  pu t in  
e v e r y th in g  in  h i s  p o w er  to  w in n o m in a t io n .  But h i s  d e t r a c t o r s  and  
e n e m ie s  a l s o  did  e v e ry th in g  to  f r u s t r a t e  h is  e f fo r t .  T h e y  q u ic k ly  p o in ­
te d  to* h i s  l ic e n t io u s  C on tes  a s  a su ff ic ien t  r e a s o n  f o r  h i s  d i s q u a l i f i c a ­
t io n .  A c c o rd in g  to  th e  r e c o r d s  k e p t  by  L o u is  R a c in e ,  o u r  p o e t  d id  no t 
s i t  id ly  b y  to  a l lo w  h is  opponents  to  ru in  h is  ch an c e  of a  l i f e t im e .  H e 
w en t out of h is  w ay  to  p e t i t io n  a  p r e l a t e ,  p ro b a b ly  H u e t ,  who w as  a n  i n ­
f lu e n t ia l  m e m b e r  of the  A c ad e m y , re n o u n c in g  h is  C o n te s  and  p r o m i s in g
277n e v e r  to  w r i t e  su ch  t a l e s  a g a in .  He even  c o n su l te d  w ith  h i s  p r o s ­
p e c t iv e  r iv a l ,  B o i le a u ,  r e q u e s t in g  h im  to  d ec l in e  n o m in a t io n .  B o i le a u ,  
w h ile  r e a s s u r in g  L a  F o n ta in e  of h is  in ten tio n  not to  c o n te s t  th e  s e a t  
s e r io u s ly ,  m a d e  it  c l e a r ,  h o w e v e r ,  th a t  he w ould  no t d e c l in e  th e  s e a t  
if th e  a u g u s t  a s s e m b ly  of the  A c a d e m y  though t h im  w o r th y  of th a t  
h o n o u r  b y  n o m in a t in g  h im .  In  the  m e a n t im e ,  h is  s u p p o r t e r s  e n d e a v o u re d  
to  th ro w  ob loquy  upon o u r  poet by  sp re a d in g  a l l  s o r t s  of s c a n d a l  ab o u t  
h im .  R o z e ,  th e  K in g 's  c ab in e t  s e c r e t a r y .  P r e s i d e n t  of th e  R o y a l  C o u r t  
and  M e m b e r  of the  A c ad e m y , w as  p a r t i c u l a r ly  h o s t i l e  to  L a  F o n ta in e .  
W hen, in  sp ite  of s t if f  o p p os it ion  f r o m  B o i le a u 's  s u p p o r t e r s ,  th e  A c a ­
d e m y  v o te d  o v e rw h e lm in g ly  in  fa v o u r  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  R o ze  th r e w  upon 
the  t a b l e  of the  au g u st  A s s e m b ly  a copy of L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  C o n te s , a s  
if  to  s h a m e  a  body  th a t  could  p ro p o se  to  tak e  the  a u th o r  of su ch  a  w o rk  
in to  i t s  n u m b e r .  This, ac tio n ,  r e p o r t s  W a lc k e n a e r ,  c r e a t e d  a  ro w  in  
the  a s s e m b l y .
277. R a c in e ,  L o u i s ,  Op. C i t . , t .V ,  p. 96.
278. W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . C . , Op. C i t . , p. 181.
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T he  ro w  o v e r .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  e le c t io n  w as  ye t to  fa c e  a  m a j o r  
o b s ta c le ,  n a m e ly ,  R o y a l  o p p o s i t io n .  L o u is  XIV, in  sp i te  of the  s t r a ­
te g ic  e f fo r t  w h ich  the  poe t m a d e  in  L e  P o e m e  du Q u inqu ina  and  in  
o th e r  o c c a s io n a l  p ie c e s  to  woo .h is  su p p o r t ,  p r e f e r r e d  B o ile a u ,  and
w o u ld  no t a l lo w  o u r  poe t to be e le c te d  u n til  a f t e r  h is  f a v o u r i te  c a n d i ­
da te  h a d  gone th ro u g h .  T h u s ,  the  n ex t  m o rn in g  a f t e r  the  ro w d y  m e e ­
t in g  of the  A c a d e m y ,  w hen a d e leg a te  of the  l a t t e r ,  M. D ou ja t ,  a p ­
p r o a c h e d  the  K ing  to  r a t i fy  L a  F o n ta in e 's  n o m in a t io n .  H is  M a je s ty  
c a p i t a l i z e d  on th e  row  th a t  e n su e d  d u r in g  th e  vo tin g  and  r e f u s e d  to  a p ­
p ro v e  th e  n o m in a t io n .
J e  s a i s  q u ' i l  y a  eu  du b r u i t  e t  de la  c ab a le  dans  
l 'A c a d é m ie . . . .  J e  le  s a i s  t r è s  b ien , m a i s  je  ne 
su is  p a s  e n c o re  de terr^ÿ^e ; je  f e r a i  s a v o i r  m e s  i n ­
t e n t io n s  a  l 'A c a d é m ie .  -
U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  the  K ing  le ft  on h is  F l a n d e r s  c a m p a ig n s  without* g iv ing
a n y  ru l in g  on th e  m a t t e r .  It w as  th e n  th a t  o u r  p oe t chan g ed  h i s  p la n  
of a c t io n  and  c o n c e n t r a te d  a l l  h is  e f fo r t  on w inn ing  o v e r  the  K ing . He 
c o m p o s e d  the  B a l la d e  au Roi in  J a n u a r y ,  1684, to  c e le b r a te  th e  K in g 's  
v i c to r y  in  F l a n d e r s .  M m e . de T h ia n g e s ,  one of L o u is  X IV 's  c o u r t  
l a d ie s  an d  an  a d m i r e r  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  took i t  upon h e r s e l f  to  p r e s e n t  
th e  p ie c e  to  H is  M a je s ty .  She r e a d  i t  out w ith  g r e a t  f e e l in g  an d  e m o ­
t io n ,  ta k in g  c a r e  to  e m p h a s iz e  the  conclud ing  v e r s e s ,  in  w h ich  th e  poe t 
a s s o c i a t e d  th e  r o y a l  v ic to r y  w ith  h is  own c a u s e  :
Ce doux p e n s e r  d epu is  un  m o is  ou deux  
C o n so le  un peu m e s  M u se s  in q u ié té s .
Q u e lq u e s  e s p r i t s  ont b lâ m e  c e r t a i n s  je u x .
C e r t a i n s  r é c i t s  qui ne  son t que s o r n e t t e s ;
Si je  d é fé ré  aux le ç o n s  q u ' i l s  m 'o n t  f a i t e s .
Q ue v e u t -o n  p lu s?  Soyez m o in s  r ig o u r e u x .
P lu s  in d u lg en t ,  p lus f a v o ra b le  q u 'eu x .
P r i n c e ,  en  un m o t ,  soyez  ce  que v o u s  
L 'é v é n e m e n t  ne peut m 'ê t r e  q u 'h e u r e u x .
In  sp i te  of th i s  touch ing  p lea ,  L o u is  XIV r e m a in e d  in f le x ib le ,  no t  so
m u c h  b e c a u s e  of the  sca n d a l  c a u s e d  b y  L a  F o n t a i n e ' s  C o n tes  , a s  th e
fa c t  th a t  the  poet s e e m e d  to  h im  to  b e lo n g  to  th e  w ro n g  c a m p ,  th a t  i s ,
th e  c a m p  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  the  d u c h e s s e  de B o u il lo n ,  F o u q u e t ,  S a in t  -
E v r e m o n d ,  L a  R och e fo u cau ld , the  P r i n c e s  of Conde an d  C on ti,  a l l  of
w hom  w e r e  no t in  the  good books of H is  M a je s ty .
279. P e l l i s s o n  e t  d 'O liv e t ,  O p. C i t . ,  t . H ,  p. 22.
280. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 490, B a l la d e  au  R oi , 11. 41 -  49 .
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B y c h a n c e ,  the  d ea th  of the  P r i m e  M in i s t e r ,  C o lb e r t ,  ab o u t 
th i s  t im e ,  s e r v e d  two p u rp o s e s  to w a rd s  enhanc ing  o u r  p o e t 's  c h a n c e s  
of s u c c e s s .  F i r s t ,  the  in c id en t  re d u c e d  L a  F o n ta in e 's  e n e m ie s  by  one 
sec o n d ly ,  i t  c r e a t e d  a n o th e r  chance  in the  A c ad e m y , f o r  C o lb e r t  h i m ­
se l f  w a s  a n  " A c a d é m ic ie n " .  T he p o s i t io n  hav in g  e a s e d ,  M . de B ez o n s ' 
s e a t  w a s  g iv en  to  B o ileau ,  while L a  F o n ta in e  took  th a t  of C o lb e r t .  
P e r h a p s  o u r  p oe t,  the  conv inced  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t ,  sav/ th i s  s i tu a t io n '  a s  
y e t  a n o th e r  a c t  of P ro v id e n c e  in su p p o r t  of ju s t i c e  and  f a i r  p lay ,  f o r  
th e  K ing , s a t i s f i e d  th a t  h is  c an d id a te ,  B o ileau ,  h a d  b e en  e le c te d ,  w i th ­
d re w  h is  o p p o s i t io n  to L a  F o n ta in e 's  c a n d id a tu re .
L e  cho ix  q u 'o n  a fa i t  de D e s p re a u x  m 'e s t  t r è s  
a g r e a b l e ,  e t s e r a  g e n e r a le m e n t  a p p ro u v e .  V ous 
p ouvez  r e c e v o i r  in c e s s a m m e n t  L a  F o n ta in e ;  i l  a  
p r o m i s  d 'ê t r e  s ag e .  ^^1
T h e  A c a d e m y  r e c e iv e d  the  ro y a l  a p p ro v a l  of o u r  p o e t 's  n o m in a t io n  w ith
jo y o u s  a p p la u s e .  W ithout w a iting  f o r  the  o ff ic ia l  o r  f o r m a l  r e c e p t io n
of B o i le a u ,  th e y  p ro c e e d e d  to  o rg a n iz e  th a t  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  w h ich  took
p la c e  d u r in g  a  pub lic  m e e t in g  of the  A s s e m b ly  on M ay  2, 1684, th u s
b r in g in g  to  a  m o s t  s u c c e s s fu l  c l im a x  so m e  fo r ty  y e a r s  of l i t e r a r y  an d
in te l l e c t u a l  a s p i r a t i o n .
T h e  p o e t 's  m a id e n  a d d r e s s  to  the  m e m b e r s  of th e  A c a d e m y  i s
c o n ta in e d  in  two d o c u m e n ts .  T he  f i r s t  one, w r i t t e n  in  p r o s e ,  fo l lo w s
th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n  of r e c e p t io n  s p e e c h e s  r e a d  on su ch  o c c a s io n s .
I t  b e g in s  w ith  c o m p lim e n ts  to  h is  p r e d e c e s s o r ,  C o lb e r t ,  to  R ic h e l ie u
an d  the  K ing , fo u n d e r  and  p a t ro n  of the  A c a d e m y  r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  an d  to
the  i l l u s t r i o u s  m e m b e r s  of the  a u g u s t  body. T h i s  i s  fo l lo w ed  b y  a
r e v ie w  of the  l i t e r a r y  p ro je c t s  of the  A c ad e m y , w h ich  in c lu d e d  the
c o m p i la t io n  of an  a u th o r i ta t iv e  d ic t io n a ry  of the  F r e n c h  la n g u a g e ,  the
e s ta b l i s h m e n t  of i t s  g r a m m a r ,  an d  the  p u b l ic a t io n  of a  s t a n d a r d  w o rk
on th e  r u l e s  of F r e n c h  v e r s e  and p ro so d y .
V ous  m e  r e c e v e z  en un c o rp s  ou non  s e u le m e n t  on 
a p p re n d  à a r r a n g e r  T e s  p a r o le s ;  on y a p p re n d  a u s s i  
l e s  p a r o l e s  m ê m e s ,  l e u r  v r a i  u s a g e ,  to u te  l e u r  b e a u te  
e t  l e u r  f o r c e .  Vous d é c la r e z  le  c a r a c t è r e  de c h acu n e ,  
é ta n t  p o u r  a in s i  d i r e ,  n o m m é s  a f in  de r é g l e r  l e s  l im i t e s  
de la  p o é s ie  et de la  p ro se^^  a u s s i  b ie n  que ceu x  de l a  
c o n v e r s a t io n  et des  l i v r e s .
281. W a lc k e n a e r ,  A . C . ,  Op. C i t . , p . 184.
282. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 518, " R e m e r c i e m e n t  du s i e u r  de L a  F o n -
ta in e  à l 'A c a d é m ie  f r a n ç a i s e " .
283. Ib id . p . 518.
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T h e  second, a d d r e s s ,  a v e r s e  c o m p le m e n t  to  the  f o r m a l  p r o s e  a c k n o w ­
le d g e m e n ts  h e  h a s  ju s t  re a d ,  i s  e n t i t le d  D is c o u r s  à  M m e , de L a  
S a b l ie r  e » In  th e  l a t t e r ,  the  poe t,  f ind ing  h im s e l f  on h i s  m o r e  f a m i —
l i a r  g ro u n d , n a m e ly ,  p o e try ,  r e t u r n s  in to  the  in n e r m o s t  r e c e s s e s  of 
h i s  m in d  in  w h a t looks  like  an  e x a m in a t io n  of c o n s c ie n c e .  H e  r e v ie w s  
h is  p a s t  an d  p r e s e n t  l ife  and e x p r e s s e s  h o p es  fo r  th e  f u tu r e .  H e
a ls o  t a k e s  the  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  e x p r e s s  h i s  e t e r n a l  g ra t i tu d e  to  th e  g r a ­
c io u s  la d y ,  M m e .  de L a  S a b l ie re ,  w h o se  in fluence  an d  g e n e r o s i ty  h a d  
b e e n  so  i n s t r u m e n ta l  to  h is  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p m en t.
Si j ' é t a i s  sag e .  I r i s  (m a is  c ' e s t  un p r iv i le g e  
Q ue l a  N a tu re  a c c o rd e  à b ie n  peu  d 'e n t r e  n o u s ) .
Si j ' a v a i s  un  e s p r i t  a u s s i  r é g l é  que vous .
J e  s u iv r a i s  v o s  le ç o n s ,  au  m o in s  en  que lque  ch o se :
L e s  s u iv r e  en  tou t c 'e s t  t ro p ;  i l  fau t q u 'o n  se  p ro p o s e  
Un p la n  m o in s  d if f ic i le  a  b ie n  e x é c u te r .
Un c h e m in  dont san s  c r im e  on se  p u is s e  é c a r t e r  
N e p o in t e r r e r  e s t  ch o se  a u - d e s s u s  de m e s  f o r c e s .  .
B y  m e a n s  of th i s  w a r m  t r i b u te .  L a  F o n ta in e  th u s  a s s o c i a t e s  th e  n a m e
of h i s  m o s t  b e lo v e d  b e n e f a c t r e s s  not only  to  the  im m o r ta l i t y  of h i s
w o rk  b u t  a l s o  w ith  the  c l im a x  of h is  own s u c c e s s .  T h is  t r i b u te  i s  a
m o r e  e lo q u en t  t e s t im o n y  of M m e . de L a  S a b l i e r e 's  c o n t r ib u t io n  to  th e
p o e t 's  i n t e l l e c tu a l  d ev e lo p m en t th an  any th ing  s a id  of h e r  so f a r .
R e c e p t io n  in to  th e  A c a d e m y  w as  a ls o  a n  o c c a s io n  f o r  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  to  r e a f f i r m  h is  e c l e c t i c i s m  :
T u  c h a n g e s  to u s  le s  j o u r s  de m a n ié r é  e t de s ty le ;
T u  c o u r s  en  un m o m e n t  de T e r e n c e  a  V irg i le ;
2R AA in s i  r i e n  de p a r f a i t  n ' e s t  s o r t i  de t e s  m a i n s ,  
and  the  d i v e r s i t y  of h is  gen ius  :
J e  s u is  chose  l é g è r e ,  et vo le  a  to u t  s u j e t . . . . .
J e  s u is  v o lag e  en  v e r s  c o m m e  en a m o u r s ? ^ ^
In r e p ly  to  th e  p o e t 's  a d d r e s s e s ,  the  D i r e c to r  of the  A c a d e m y ,  M .
l 'a b b é  de L a  C h a m b re ,  m a d e  a  s h o r t  bu t c o m p e ll in g  sp eech , in  w h ich  h e ,
in  th e  n a m e  of the  so lem n  A s s e m b ly ,  f o r m a l ly  r e c o g n iz e d  L a  F o n ta in e
a s  a  l i t e r a r y  g en iu s  :
L 'A c a d é m ie  r e c o n n a î t  en  vo u s , M o n s ie u r ,  u n  ^génie 
a i s é ,  f a c i le ,  p le in  de d é l i c a te s s e  et de n a ïv e té ,
284. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 491, D is c o u r s  a M m e , de L a  S a b l i e r e ,  (1684) ,
11. 1 -2 4 .
285. I b i d . , 11. 36 - 43.
286. I b i d . ,  11. 55 - 57.
287. I b i d . ,  11. 69, 74.
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q ue lque  ch o se  d 'o r ig in a l ,  e t  qui dans  sa  s im p l ic i t é  
a p p a r e n te ,  et sous un a i r  n eg l ig e ,  r e n f e r m e  de g ra n d s  
t r é s o r s  e t  de g ra n d e s  b e a u t é s .  . . . ^^8
T h u s ,  f r o m  a  m e r e  w r i t e r  of f a i r y  t a l e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s ,  ' by  d in t
of e f fo r t  a n d  c o u ra g e ,  a id ed  by  th e  goodw ill and  a s s i s t a n c e  of w e l l -
m e a n in g  f r i e n d s ,  b e c o m e  a d is t in g u is h e d  in te l l e c tu a l  and  l i t e r a r y  g e n iu s ,
r e c o g n iz e d  a s  su ch  by  th e  h ig h e s t  in te l le c tu a l  o rg a n  in  c o n te m p o r a r y
F r a n c e .  He w as  ye t to  p ub lish  m o r e  fa b le s ,  co m p o se  m o r e  p r o s e
w o rk ,  a s  w cH  a s  p lay  an  a c t iv e  r o le  a s  a m e m b e r  of th e  A c a d e m y ,
but h i s  in t e l l e c tu a l  a s p i r a t i o n  h a s ,  by  th is  s in g le  a c t  of h i s  e le c t io n  to
th e  a u g u s t  body , r e c e iv e d  the  h ig h e s t  s t im u la t io n  of w h ich  i t  w as  cap ab le .
He h a s  a s s u r e d  h im s e l f  of a p la ce  in  p o s te r i ty .
288 .  Qu oted  in  W a lc k e na e r ,  A . C . ,  Op. C i t . , p.  185.
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C H A P T E R  VI 
OLD A G E AND D EC L IN E  (1684 - 1695)
1. T h e  P o e t  H is to r i a n  and  B io g ra p h e r  : C o m p a ra i s o n  d 'A le x a n d re ,  
_______________ de C e s ^ r  et de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e .   j______
If L a  F o n ta in e 's  e le c t io n  to  th e  F r e n c h  A c a d e m y  w as  the  
c l im a x  of h is  l i t e r a r y  c a r e e r  and in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p m e n t ,  i t  a l s o  
m a r k e d  th e  b e g in n in g  of h is  d ec lin e  due m a in ly  to  old age  and  p h y ­
s i c a l  w e a k n e s s .  T he  poe t h im s e l f  c o n f i rm s  th i s  v iew  in  c e r t a i n  
l in e s  of th e  D is c o u r s  a M m e, de L a  S a b l ie r e  wliicJi he r e a d  to  th e  
m e m b e r s  of th e  A c a d e m y  in  1684.
D é s o r m a i s  que m a  M u se ,  a u s s i  b ie n  que m e s  j o u r s .
T o u ch e  de son  d é c l in  1' in e v i ta b le  c o u r s ,
E t  que de m a  r a i s o n  le  f la m b e a u  va  s 'e t e i n d r e .
I r a i - j e  en  c o n s u m e r  l e s  r e s t e s  a  m e  p la in d r e ,  *
E t ,  p ro d ig u e  d 'u n  te m p s  p a r  l a  P a r q u e  a t te n d u .
L e  p e r d r e  a r e g r e t t e r  c e lu i  que j ' a i  p e rd u ?  ^
O ne in d ic a t io n  of th is  dec lin e  i s  the  C o m p a ra i s o n  d 'A lex an d re»  de 
C e s a r  e t  de M o n s ie u r  le  P r in c e  in  w hich  th e  poe t u s e s  b a r e  p r o s e  
f o r  a  w o rk  w h ich  w ould n o r m a l ly  h av e  b e en  c o m p o se d  in  go lden  v e r s e s  
o r  a t  l e a s t  in  a  c o m b in a tio n  of v e r s e  and p r o s e .  T h i s  w o rk  c o m ­
p a r e s  th e  m i l i t a r y  c a r e e r  and  p e r s o n a l i t y  of L o u is  H de B o u rb o n - 
C onde, o th e rw is e  known a s  the  G r e a t  Conde, w ith  th o s e  of A le x a n d e r  
th e  G r e a t  and  J u l iu s  C ae sa r .  It w as  p u b lish e d  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  o u r  " 
p o e t 's  e le c t io n  to  the  A c a d e m y  in  1684, and  w as  d e d ic a te d  to  L o u i s -  
A r m a n d ,  th e  e ld e r  P r in c e  of Conti and  nephew  to  the  G r e a t  C onde . ,
L a  F o n ta in e  had  known the  two C onti b r o t h e r s  s in ce  t h e i r  
ch ild h o o d . T h e  e ld e r  one, L o u i s -A rm a n d  and  th e  y o u n g e r ,  F r a n ç o i s -  
L o u i s ,  who w e r e  b o rn  in  1661 and  1664, r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  w e re  the  so n s  
of A r m a n d  de C onti and  h is  w ife , A n n e -M a r ie  M a r t in o z z i ,  who w a s  
M a z a r i n ' s  n i e c e .  A rm a n d  de Conti d ied  in  1666 and  h is  w ife  a  few  
y e a r s  l a t e r ,  le av in g  th e i r  two sons  to  the  c a r e  an d  g u a rd ia n s h ip  of 
th e  G r e a t  C onde. T he  l a t t e r  w as  v e r y  k ind  to  th e  c h i ld re n ,  b ro u g h t  
th e m  up in  h i s  c a s t l e  of C h an til ly  and  s u p e r v is e d  t h e i r  e d u c a t io n .
T h e i r  u p b r in g in g  w as  such  th a t  th e y  n o t  only  ^  oke f lu e n t  G e r m a n  and 
S p a n ish  bu t w e r e  f a m i l i a r  w ith  l i t e r a t u r e ,  h i s t o r y  and  p h i lo so p h y  a s  
r e p r e s e n t e d  in  the  w o rk s  of C ic e ro ,  H o r a c e ,  th e  F a t h e r s  of th e  C h u rc h
1. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 490 - 491 : D i s c o u r s  a M m e ,  de L a
S a b l i e r e ,  11. 1 -  6.
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and th e  h i s t o r i a n  F r o i s s a r t .  It w as  to  the  e ld e r  p r in c e ,  L o u i s -  
A rm a n d ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d e d ica te d  the  R e c u e i l  de p o e s ie s  c h r e  — 
t i s n n e s  e t d i v e r s e s  in  1671. On the  o c c a s io n  of the  p r i n c e 's  m a r ­
r i a g e  w ith  M ile ,  de B lo is ,  the  d a u g h te r  of L o u is  XIV and  M ile, de 
la  V a l l i e r e ,  in  1680, the  poet a lso  c e le b r a te d  the  even t in  an  e l a ­
b o r a t e  e p i th a la m iu m  in  which he g iv es  the  young coup le  so m e  a d v ice  
on c o n ju g a l  r e l a t i o n s .  T he e s s e n c e  of m a r r i a g e ,  he .r e m in d s  th e m ,  
is  love  :
. . . .  Couple h e u re u x  e t p a r f a i t .
Couple  c h a r m a n t ,  fa i te s  d u r e r  vos  f l a m m e s  
A s s e z  lo n g te m p s  po u r  n ous  r e n d r e  ja loux :
Soyez  a m a n t s  a u s s i  lo n g te m p s  q u 'ép o u x .
D ouce  jo u r n é e ,  e t nu it p lu s  douce* e n c o r e  1 
H e u r e s ,  t a r d e z ,  l a i s s e z  a u  l i t  l 'A u r o r e .
L e  te m p s  s 'en v o le ;  il  e s t  c h e r  aux  a m a n ts ;
P r o f i t e z  donc de s e s  m o in d r e s  m o m e n ts .  ^
*
A nd w hen  th e  p r in c e  d ied  of sm a l lp o x  a t  C h an t i l ly  in  N o v e m b e r ,
16 85, L a  F o n ta in e  w ro te  a  l e t t e r  fu l l  of g r ie f  and  condo lence  to  th e  
y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r ,  pay ing  t r ib u te  to  bo th  the  d ead  and  the  s u rv iv in g  
C on ti .
C on ti  d e s  I 'a b c rd .n o u s  f i t  v o i r  
Une â m e  a u s s i  g ran d e  que b e l le .
L e  C ie l  y  m i t  tou t son  s a v o i r .
P u i s  v o u s  f o r m a  s u r  ce m o d è le .
D igne  du m ê m e  en cen s  que l e s  d ieux  ont l a - h a u t .
V o u s  a t t i r i e z  d e s  coeurs  l 'u n i v e r s e l  h o m m a g e .
L 'u n  e t  l ' a u t r e  s e r v a i t  d 'e x e m p la i r e  e t  d ' im a g e :
V ous  av iez  to u s  deux ce  q u ' i l f f a u t  
P o u r  ê t r e  un paifaht a s s e m b la g e .
J e  n 'y  t r o u v a is  q u 'u n  s e u l  dé fau t,
C 'é t a i t  d 'a v o i r  t ro p  de c o u ra g e .  ^
It c a n  th u s  be s e e n  th a t  w hen  L a  F o n ta in e  a  y e a r  e a r l i e r  e m ­
b a r k e d  upon  w r i t in g  the  c o m p a r i s o n  of the  p r i i . c e 's  u n c le ,  th e  G r e a t  
C ondé, w ith  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  an d  J u l iu s  C a e s a r ,  he  w a s  a c t in g  in  
the  n a m e  of a  long  e s ta b l i s h e d  f r ie n d s h ip  an d  r e s p e c t  f o r  h i s  p a t ro n .  
A s  he  b e g a n  to  r e l y  m o r e  and m o r e  on the  g e n e r o s i ty  of the  Conti 
b r o t h e r s  f o r  h is  m a t e r i a l  n e e d s ,  th is  bond of f r i e n d s h ip  t ig h te n e d  
m o r e  th a n  e v e r  b e fo re .  A lthough  he w as  s t i l l  l iv in g  in  lo d g in g s  p r o ­
v id ed  by  M m e . de L a  S a b l ie re ,  he  saw. l e s s  an d  l e s s  of h e r  on a c ­
count of h e r  change  f ro m  w o r ld ly  to  devout l i f e .  He w as  o ften  no t
2. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 488.
3. Ib id .  p. 495, "a . S. A . S. M o n se ig n e u r  le  p r in c e  de C on ti"
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on ly  s h o r t . .o f  funds bu t had  to  a l a r g e  ex ten t  to  p ro v id e  h i s  own 
food  an d  m e e t  - ; m in o r  e x p e n s e s .  N a tu ra l ly ,  t h e r e  w as  a te n d e n c y  
f o r  h im  to  go c l o s e r  to  h is  old f r i e n d s ,  the  due de V en d ô m e  an d
h is  c o u s in s  th e  P r i n c e s  de Conti, and  to  be m o r e  f r e q u e n t  a t  th e
l ib e r t i n e  p a r t i e s  h e ld  at! the  "H ôte l  du T e m p le " .  H e r e ,  t h e r e  w a s  
f r e e d o m  of sp e e c h  and m a n n e r s  m in g le d  w ith  f e a s t in g  a n d .v a r i o u s  
f o r m s  of o r g i e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e c a l l s  one of su ch  p a r t i e s  in  a  
l e t t e r  h e  w ro te  to  the  due de V e n d ô m e , d a ted  A u g u s t ,  1689. H e 
w r i t e s  :
N ous  f a i s o n s  au T e m p le  m e r v e i l l e s .
L ' a u t r e  j o u r  on bu t v ing t b o u te i l le s ;
R e n i e r  en  fu t l ' a r c h i t r i c l i n .
L a  n u i t  é ta n t  s u r  son  d é c l in .
L o r s q u e  j ' e u s  vuide m a in te  coupe,
L a n g e a m e t ,  a u s s i  de la  t ro u p e .
M e r a m e n a  dans  m o n  m a n o i r .  ■ *
J e  lu i  donna i,  non le  b o n s o i r .
M a is  le  b o n jo u r  : la  b londe  A u r o r e  
E n  q u i t ta n t  le  r iv a g e  m a u r e .
N ous  a v a i t  a ta b le  t r o u v e s .
N os  v e r r e s  n e ts  et b ie n  l a v e s .
M a is  n o s  yeux é tan t  un peu t r o u b le s  
S ans  p o u r ta n t  v o ir  l e s  o b je ts  d o u b le s .
J u s q u ’a u  poin t du jo u r  on ch an ta .
O n bu t ,  on r i t ,  en  d is p u ta .
Such la v i s h  p a r t i e s  w e re  r e g u la r ly  th ro w n  by  L o u i s - A rm a n d ,  th e  e l ­
d e r  p r in c e  de C on ti,  h is  you n g er  b r o th e r ,  F r a n ç o i s - L o u is ,  an d  m o r e  
o f ten  by  t h e i r  c o u s in s ,  the  V e n d o m e s ,  to  f r i e n d s  w hose  c o m p a n y  w a s  
c o n g en ia l  and  who w e re  a d m ir e d  f o r  t h e i r  r e a d y  w it ,  s c e p t i c i s m ,  
f r e e d o m  of s p e e c h  an d  m o r a l s .  T he  two V e n d o m e s ,  L o u i s - J o s e p h ,  due 
de V e n d ô m e , b o r n  in  1654, and  P h i l ip p e ,  b o rn  in  1655, w e r e  th e  
so n s  of L o u is  de V endôm e, an  i l l e g i t im a te  son  of H e n r i  IV . T h e  e l ­
d e r  V en d ô m e  w as  an  o u ts tand ing  m i l i t a r y  m a n  and  th e  y o u n g e r  one 
l a t e r  b e c a m e  G ra n d  P r i o r  of M alta  in  1685. T h e  l a t t e r ,  in  p a r t i c u ­
l a r ,  w as  im m e n s e ly  r ic h  but, l ike  the  C o n tis ,  d i s l ik e d  a t  C o u r t  b y  
L o u is  XIV who s u sp e c te d  the  P r i n c e s  of in tr ig u in g  in  c o l lu s io n  w ith  
the  e n e m ie s  of the  th ro n e .  In r e a c t io n ,  the  w e a l th y  P r i n c e s  r e s ig n e d  
t h e m s e lv e s  to  a  l ife  of lu x u ry  and  p le a s u r e  and  w e r e  a lw ay s  s u r r o u n -
4. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 58 - 59, "A Son A l t e s s e  M o n s e ig n e u r  
le  duc de V en d ô m e" .
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ded  by  c o u r t e s a n s  and  f r ie n d s  of both  s e x e s ,  in c lu d in g  C hau l ieu , 
C h ap e lle ,  L a  F a r e  and  M m e. D e s h o u l i e r e s .  S im i la r  g a th e r in g s  w e r e  
a l s o  f r e q u e n t  a t  the  C han ti l ly  hom e of the P r i n c e  of Conde, u n c le  to  
th e  C o n tis ,  an d  L a  F o n ta in e  r a r e l y  m i s s e d  th e s e  o c c a s io n s  e x c e p t  w hen  
h i s  r h e u m a t i s m  p r e v e n te d  h im  f r o m  going out. H e d e s c r ib e s  w ith  a  
lo t  of 'e n th u s ia sm  one of such  p a r t i e s  w hich  C o n d e 's  son , H e n r i - J u l e s
de B o u rb o n ,  now p r in c e  de Conde, gave in A u g u s t ,  1692, in  h o n o u r
of h i s  c o u s in  th e  p r in c e  de Conti a f t e r  the  l a t t e r ’s re s o u n d in g  v i c t o r y
a t  th e  b a t t l e  of S te in k i rk .  The new  p r in c e  de Conde w as  r e p u te d  f o r
h is  a b i l i ty  to  o rg a n iz e  e n te r ta in m e n ts  and  to  s a t i s f y  h i s  g u e s t s .  O n 
th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  o c c a s io n ,  l a r g e  s u m s  of m o n e y  w e r e  d i s t r ib u te d  am o n g  
the  f a v o u r i t e s  a n d  depen d en ts  of th e  h o u se  of Conde an d  L a  F o n ta in e  
r e c e iv e d  a  p u r s e  of one h u n d red  lo u is  of w h ich  he  w r i t e s  :
5M oi j ' e n  t i e n s  cent lou is  : c h acu n  m 'e n  f a i t  l a  c o u r .  *
Of th e  g e n e r o u s  p r in c e  h im s e l f  th e  p oe t s ay s  :
II a  d e if ie  m a  v e in e .
M es  s o in s  en  v a la i e n t - i l  s l a  p e in e?
I l  ne  s 'e n  fau t point e to n n e r :
Q ue  ne lu i  v i t - o n  p a s  d o n n e r
D an s  le  te m p s  q u ' i l  J in t  c o u r  p le n ie re
P o u r  une  fê te  singulier.e? ■
C h a n t i l ly  fu t l a  s ce n e ,  e n d ro i t  d é l ic ie u x .
T o u s  r a p p o r t è r e n t  de c e s  l ieu x  
D e g r o s s e s  e t  n o ta b le s  s o m m e s  
■ I l  a  p ay e  co m m e  le s  d ieux  ^
Ce q u ' i l s  ont fa i t  co m m e  d e s  h o m m e s .
It is  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  f e l t  c o m p le te ly  a t  h o m e
a m o n g  th e s e  f r i e n d s  and  k in d re d  s p i r i t s  w hose  so m ew h a t  d i s s o lu te
w ay  of l i fe  su i te d  h is  own t e m p e r a m e n t .  G iven  th i s  b a c k g ro u n d  of
h is  r e l a t io n s h ip  w ith  the  p r in c e s  of Conde an d  C o n ti ,  i t  i s  s t i l l  l e s s
s u r p r i s i n g  th a t  he  u n d e r to o k  to c o m p a r e  one of th e m  w ith  A le x a n d e r
the  G r e a t  and  J u l iu s  C ae sa r .
T h e  C o m p a ra i s o n  d 'A le x a n d re ,  de C e s a r  e t de M o n s ie u r  le  
P r i n c e  shou ld  th e r e f o r e  be seen  a s  p a r t  of the  s e r i e s  of l i t e r a r y  c o m ­
p o s i t io n s  b y  m e a n s  of w hich the  poet w ish ed  to  c o m p e n s a te  o r  to  e x ­
p r e s s  h i s  a p p r e c ia t io n  and g ra t i tu d e  to h is  b e n e v o le n t  p a t r o n s .  I t  i s
5. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p . 61 ; "A M . le  C h e v a l ie r  de S i l l e r  y " .
6 . I b i d . ,  p .  61.
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p o s s ib le  th a t  the  p r in c e  de Conti h im s e l f ,  who a t  th a t  t im e  w a s  in  
d i s g r a c e  a t  C h an t i l ly ,  su g g es te d  th is  c o m p a r i s o n ,  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e  
b e g in s  b y  s a y in g  th a t  he h im s e l f  w ould  have  gone to  C h an t i l ly  to  o f ­
f e r  h i s  h u m b le  r e s p e c t s  to the p r in c e ,  had  a s l ig h t  in d is p o s i t io n  an d  
th e  s e a r c h  th ro u g h  a n c ie n t  and c o n te m p o r a r y  h i s t o r y  and  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  
w o r th y  f ig u r e s  of c o m p a r i s o n  not p r e v e n te d  h im  ;
S ans  une  in d isp o s i t io n  qui m e  r e t i e n t ,  j ' a u r a i s  e te  
a  C h a n t i l ly  p o u r  m 'a c q u i t t e r  de m e s  t r è s  hum ble 's  
d e v o i r s  e n v e r s  V o tre  A l te s s e  S e r e n i s s i m e .  Ce que 
je  p u is  f a i r e  a  P a r i s  e s t  de c h e r c h e r  d an s  l e s  o u v ra g e s  
d e s  A n c ie n s  e t p a r m i  l e s  n ô t r e s  que lque  c h o se  qui 
yo u s  p u i s s e  p la i r e  et qui m é r i t é  d ' e n t r e r  dans  le s  
c o n te s ta t io n s  de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e .  ^
T h e  id e a  of c o m p a r in g  the  l iv e s  of g r e a t  m e n  d a te s  b a c k  to  
the  R o m a n  t i m e s  w hen  P lu t a r c h  f i r s t  c o m p a r e d  th e  c a r e e r s  of ^A lexan­
d e r  th e  G r e a t  an d  J u l iu s  C a e sa r ,  S ince  L a  F o n ta in e  m e n t io n s  h is  
s e a r c h  in  a n c ie n t  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  the  d e ta i l s  of th e  l iv e s  of g r e a t  m e n  
w o r th y  of c o m p a r i s o n  w ith  M. le  P r i n c e ,  i t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  he  d re w  
so m e  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  P l u t a r c h ' s  w o rk .  B ut th e  m a in  b u lk  of th e  i n ­
t e l l e c tu a l  m a t e r i a l  w hich  he  u se d  in  h is  own c o m p a r i s o n  w a s  d ra w n  
f r o m  th r e e  o th e r  s o u r c e s  : the  t h i r t y - s i x t h  c h a p te r  of M o n ta ig n e 's  
E s s a i s  e n t i t le d  D es  p lus  e x ce llo n s  h o m m e s  ; th e n  t h e r e  w as  th e  P a r a ­
l l è l e s  e t  e lo g e s  h i s to r iq u e s  d 'A le x a n d re  le  G ra n d  e t  de M o n se ig n e u r  
le  duc d 'A n g u ie n , p u b lish ed  in  1645 by  J e a n  P u g e t  de  L a  S e r r e ,  an d  
tw o o th e r  w o r k s  by  S a in t -E v re m o n d  : E lo g e  de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e  
(1652-1653) a n d  L a  C o m p a ra iso n  de C e s a r  e t  A le x a n d r e  (1 6 8 8 ? ) ,
W hat L a  F o n ta in e  did w as  to ad ap t  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  d e ta i l s  c o n ta in ed  
in  th e s e  m o d e l s  to  the  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of the  l ife  an d  c a r e e r  of M . le  
P r i n c e .  In  f a c t ,  the  poet a d m its  hav in g  done p r e c i s e l y  th a t  :
J e  ne  s e r a i s  pas  le  p r e m i e r  qui a u r a  te n te  un p a r e i l  
d e s s e in ;  g 'e s t  a m o i  de lu i d o n n e r  une f o r m e  to u te  
n o u v e l l e ,
M on ta igne  c o m p a r e s  H o m e r ,  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  an d  J u l iu s  C a e sa r ,  
r e c o g n iz e s  a l l  t h r e e  a s  g re a t  m e n  bu t d e c l a r e s  A le x a n d e r  to  be  the  
g r e a t e s t  of th e m  a l l .  ^ The c o m p a r is o n  a t t e m p te d  b y  M on ta igne  w as
7. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 520.
8 . I b i d . ,  p .  520.
9. M o n ta ig n e ,  M ic h e l  de. Op. C i t . , pp. 7 3 0 -3 6 .  ’ • 3
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co n tin u ed  by  S a in t - E v re m o n d  in  h i s  L a  C o m p a ra i s o n  de C e s a r  et 
A l e x a n d r e . A lthough  the  c o l le c t io n  in  w hich  th is  c o m p a r i s o n  a p p e a r e d ,  
n a m e ly ,  th e  Œ u v r e s  m e le e s  de M. de S a i n t - E v r e m o n d , w a s  n o t p u b ­
l i s h e d  u n t i l  1688, the  c o m p a r iso n  i t s e l f  w as  w r i t t e n  m u c h  e a r l i e r  
th a n  th i s  d a te ,  th a t  i s ,  b e tw een  1680 and  1684, an d  the  m a n u s c r ip t  
w as  know n to  L a  F o n ta in e  long b e fo re  it  w a s  in c o r p o r a te d  in to  th e  
Œ u v r e s  m e l e e s .  . . In  the  c o m p a r iso n ,  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  q u o tes  P l u ­
t a r c h  an d  M o n ta igne  and  o b s e r v e s  th a t  the  f o r m e r ,  h av ing  e x a m in e d  
the  t e m p e r ,  a c t io n s  and  fo r tu n e s  of the  h e r o e s ,  l e f t  the  f in a l  d e c i s io n  
to  th e  p u b lic ;  an d  th a t  M onta igne , m o r e  c o u ra g e o u s  and  confiden t 
th a n  P l u t a r c h ,  d e c l a r e d  h im s e l f  in fa v o u r  of A le x a n d e r  the  G r e a t .
B ut h e ,  S a in t - E v r e m o n d ,  w il l  not p re te n d  to  m a k e  an y  p o s i t iv e  d e ­
c i s io n  f o r  o r  a g a in s t  e i th e r  of the  two h e r o e s ,  b u t  w il l  fo llow  «the 
e x am p le  of P l u t a r c h  in  leav in g  the  f in a l  ju d g e m e n t  open  to  th e  r e a d e r .
P lu t a r q u e ,  a p r è s  a v o i r  e x am in e  l e u r  n a tu r e l ,  l e u r s  
a c t io n s ,  l e u r  fo r tu n e ,  n ous  l a i s s e  l a  l i b e r t é  de d e ­
c id e r ,  q u ' i l  n 'a  ose  p r e n d r e .  M onta igne  p lu s  h a r d i  
se  d e c l a r e  p ou r  l e - p r e m i e r . . . .  P o u r  m o i  qui a i  
p e u t - e s t r e  ex am in e  l e u r  v ie  av ec  au tan t  de c u r io s i t é  
que p e r s o n n e ,  je  ne  m e  d o n n e ra i  p o u r ta n t  p a s  
l 'a u to r i té ^ ,  d 'e n  ju g e r  a b s o l u m e n t . ^
L a  F o n ta in e  a d o p ts  the  sam e  co n v en tio n a l  m o d e s ty  w ith  r e g a r d  to  
M . l e  P r i n c e  a s  we sh a l l  see  s h o r t ly .
H e b e g in s  by  c o m p ar in g  the  p r in c e  w ith  th e  G re e k  w a r r i o r ,
A c h i l l e s .  W hat b o th  h e r o e s  have  in  c o m m o n  i s  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  s k i l l ,
t h e i r  b r a v e r y  an d  s tu b b o rn  r e s i s t a n c e  a g a in s t  a l l  o d d s .  T h e i r  you th
h a s  a l s o  a  lo t  in  co m m o n  :
J e  p o u r r a i s  a u s s i  le c o m p a r e r  à  A c h i l le .  Un f e r m e  
r e s o lu t io n  de ne point c e d e r ,  l ' a m o u r  d e s  c o m b a ts ,  
l a  v a l e u r  y  sont tout e n t i e r s  d e s  deux  c ô t e s .  I l s  se  
r e s s e m b l a i e n t  a s s e z  quand M . le  P r i n c e  é ta i t  j e u n e ; . . . .
P u i s  j ' a i  r e s e r v e  le  c a r a c t è r e  d 'A c h i l le  p o u r  V o tr e  
A l t e s s e  S e r e n is s im e ;  et je  c r o i s  q u 'e n  te m p s  e t  l i e u  
l ' o p in iâ t r e té  et la  ^ ^ h e m e n c e  ne v ous  m a n q u e r o n t  non  
p lu s  q u 'a  ce G re c .  .
B ut c o m p a r i s o n  b e tw een  A c h il le s  and  the  P r i n c e  i s  by  no m e a n s  the  
m o s t  a p p r o p r i a t e ,  fo r  the  l a t t e r ,  on a c c o u n t  of h i s  c u l tu re  and  l e a r ­
n ing  an d  h i s  o th e r  c o m b in a tio n s ,  p o s s e s s e s  q u a l i t ie s  w hich  a r e
10. S a in t - E v re m o n d , '  O E uvres  m e s l e e s ,  P a r i s ,  (C laude  B a rb in ) ,  1689,
pp. I l l  -  112.
11, L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 521.
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la c k in g  in  h is  G re e k  c o u n te r p a r t .  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  and  J u l iu s  
C a e s a r  p ro v id e  a m o r e  equ itab le  c o m p a r i s o n  by  r e a s o n  of t h e i r  g r e a t e r  
r e s e m b la n c e  to  the  P r i n c e .  L ik e  h im ,  bo th  h a d  the  a d v an tag e  of an  
i l l u s t r i o u s  b i r t h  and  w e re  p a s s io n a te  l o v e r s  of l e a r n in g .  A s  a  p r e ­
lude  to c o m p a r in g  the  two a n c ie n t  h e r o e s  w ith  M . le  P r in c e ,  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  f i r s t  of a l l  c o m p a r e s  th e  p a i r  w ith  eac h  o th e r
P o u r  l e s  m ie u x  c o m p a r e r  à  M . le  P r i n c e ,  i l  fau t 
que je  l e s  c o m p a re  a u p a ra v a n t  l 'u n  à  l ' a u t r e .
H e d i s c o v e r s  in A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  a k ind  of p ro d ig y  s i m i ­
l a r  to  A c h i l l e s ;  a h e r o  who u n d e r to o k  the  co n q u es t  of the  th e n  w o r ld  
a t  a  t e n d e r  ag e  of tw en ty  y e a r s ,  A le x a n d e r ' s  s p e c ta c u la r  c o u ra g e  and  
b r a v e r y ,  h is  a u d a c i ty  and  in d o m itab le  w il l  co m b in e  to  give h is  l ife  
and  c a r e e r  so m e th in g  of a  s u p e r n a tu r a l  c h a r a c t e r .
J e  l a i s s e r a i  p o u r ta n t  A le x a n d re  en  p o s s e s s io n  du 
p r iv i l e g e  que tou t le  m onde  lu i  a t t r ib u e :  c a r  d ' e n t r e ­
p r e n d r e  a  v ing t ans  l a  conquête  de l 'A s i e  a v e c  a u s s i  
p eu  de t r o u p e s  q u 'i l  en  a v a i t ,  e t  ne v o u lo i r  d e m o r d r e  
d 'a u c u n e  c h o se ,  c e la  r e s s e m b le  a s s e z  a  A c h i l le s ;  
a u s s i  se  p r o p o s a i t - i l  de l ' i m i t e r .
T h e  e m p h a s i s  la id  on A le x a n d e r 's  t e n d e r  age and  on th e  comparativG-- 
ly  l im i t e d  s t r e n g th  of h is  a r m y  w hen he e m b a r k e d  upon the c o n q u e s t  
of A s i a  fo l lo w s  the  p a t te r n  of a rg u m e n t  u se d  b y  M o n ta ig n e .  T h e  l a t ­
t e r  w r i t e s  :
C a r  qui c o n s id é r e r a  I 'a a g e  q u 'i l  c o m m e n ç a  s e s  e n t r e ­
p r i s e s ;  le  peu de m o y e n  av ec  le q u e l  i l  f i t  un  s i  
g lo r ie u x  d e s s e in ;  l 'a u to r i té  q u ' i l  ga igna  en  c e t te  s ien n e  
e n fan ce  p a r m y  le s  p lus  g ra n d s  e t e x p é r im e n te z  c a p i ­
t a in e s  du m o n d e , . . . .  a v o i r ,  a  l 'a a g e  de t r e n t e  t r o i s  
a n s ,  p a s s e  v ic to r ie u x  toute  l a  t e r r e  h a b i ta b le  e t en  
une  d em y e  v ie  a v o ir  a t te in t  to u t  l ' e f f o r t  de l 'h u m a in e  
n a tu r e l
I t  i s  e a s y  to  s e e  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  ad o p ts  th e  s a m e  l in e  of th o u g h t 
a s  M o n ta ig n e .  B ut to  avo id  be ing  a c c u s e d  of hav ing  c o p ied  h i s  m o d e l  
w o rd  f o r  w o rd ,  he  r e d u c e s  the  ex ten t of A le x a n d e r 's  co n q u es t  a t  the  
age of t h i r t y - th r e e  y e a r s  f ro m  the  w hole of the  th en  w o r ld ,  a s  e s t i ­
m a te d  b y  M o n ta ig n e ,  to  ju s t  the  co n q u es t  of A s ia ;  an d  a c c o rd in g ly
12.  L a  F on ta in ^ ,  Op.  C i t . , p.  521.
13.  Ibid. p . 520.
14. M on ta ign e ,  M.  de,  O p . C i t . ,  PP» 7 3 0 - 3 6 .
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he a l s o  c h an g e s  th e  h e r o ' s  age to  r e a d  tw en ty  in s t e a d  of t h i r t y - t h r e e  
y e a r s .
J u l iu s  C a e s a r  too p e r f o r m e d  w o n d e rs  n o t on ly  in  the  m i l i t a r y  
bu t  in  o th e r  f ie ld s  of en d ea v o u r .  But h i s  c a r e e r  s e e m s  to  m a n y  
peo p le  to  have  l e s s  of the  m i r a c u lo u s  e le m e n t  th a t  c o lo u r s  th a t  of 
A le x a n d e r  th e  G r e a t .  , Both m e n  d e l ig h te d  in  h o n o u r  and  g lo ry  an d  
w e r e  o f ten  m o t iv a te d  in  t h e i r  a c t io n s  b y  th e  d e s i r e  to  w in  th e  p r a i s e  
and  e s t e e m  of m e n .  But aga in , the  G re e k  g e n e r a l  s e e m s  m o r e  m o t i ­
v a te d  in  th i s  w ay  th a n  h is  R o m an  c o u n te r p a r t .  H e r e  L a  F o n ta in e  
q u o te s  a  s t a t e m e n t  c r e d i te d  to  A le x a n d e r  the  G r e a t  a s  h e  w as  a b o u t 
to  c r o s s  a  r i v e r  in  q u e s t  of m i l i t a r y  c o n q u e s ts .  R e f e r r i n g  to  the  
d if f icu l t  an d  h a z a r d o u s  n a tu r e  of the  c a m p a ig n ,  th e  G re e k  g e n e r a l  i s  
qu o ted  a s  h av in g  d e c la r e d  : ^
"O A th é n ie n s ,  p o u r r i e z - v o u s  b ie n  c r o i r e  c o m b ie n  de 
t r a v a u x  j 'e n d u r e  p o u r  ê t r e  loue  de v o u s? ^ ^
W h e th e r  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  w as r e a l ly  m o r e  v a in g lo r io u s  th a n  J u l iu s  . 
C a e s a r  is  a  d e b a ta b le  p ro p o s i t io n  bu t in  the  op in ion  of o u r  p o e t  a  
m o r e  p e r t i n e n t  q u e s t io n  is  to d e te r m in e  w hich  of the  two g r e a t  g e n e r a l s  
of a n t iq u i ty  h a d  a  m o r e  w onderfu l c a r e e r .  In  th i s  c o n n ec t io n  th e  _ 
p o e t  th in k s  th a t ,  w o n d erfu l  a s  the  e x p lo its  of A le x a n d e r  th e  G r e a t  m a y  
s e e m  to  a  s u p e r f i c i a l  o b s e r v e r ,  h is  c a r e e r  i s  no t r e a l l y  m o r e  s p e c ­
t a c u l a r  th a n  th a t  of e i th e r  Ju l iu s  C a e sa r  o r  M . le  P r i n c e ,  c o n s id e r in g  
th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  G re e k  w a r r i o r  h a d  the  o v e rw h e lm in g  a v a n ta g e s  of 
r o y a l  b i r t h ,  fo r tu n e  and  u n iv e r s a l  a d u la t io n  a s  h is  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t , a s  
a g a in s t  h is  R o m a n  and  F r e n c h  c o u n te r p a r t s  who w e r e  c o m p a r a t i v e ly  
l e s s  fo r tu n a te  a t  the  e a r ly  s ta g e s  of t h e i r  l i f e .  In  o th e r  w o r d s ,  a r ­
gues  L a  F o n ta in e ,  to  a t ta in  the  h e ig h ts  w h ich  J u l iu s  C a e s a r  a n d  M . 
le  P r i n c e  r e a c h e d  in  the  a b se n c e  of the  in i t ia l  a d v a n ta g e s  en jo y ed  by  
A le x a n d e r  the  G r e a t ,  i s  a  m u ch  m o r e  p ro d ig io u s  f e a t  to  a c c o m p l i s h  
and  t h e r e f o r e  d e s e r v e s  a g r e a t e r  p r a i s e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  r e g a r d  to  
M . le  P r i n c e .
15.  L a  F o n t a in e ,  Op, C i t . ,  p. 521.
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J e  donne p lus  de louange  a  c e u x -c i :  c a r  que lle  
m e r v e i l l e  y a - t - i l  que, la  fo r tu n e  e t l 'o p in io n  des  
h o m m e s  ay an t  r é s o lu  d 'e n  m e t t r e  un a u - d e s s u s  de 
to u s  le s  a u t r e s ,  • i l  p ro f i te  de c e s  f a v e u r s ,  e t  y 
c o n t r ib u e  du s ien ?  M ais  de p a r v e n i r  s a n s  c e s
avantages aux  d e g r e s  de g lo i r e  ou C é s a r  e t  M . le
P r i n c e  sont p a rv e n u s ,  c ' e s t  ce  que j ' a d m i r e ,  e t 
p lu s  e n c o r e  en  M. le  P r in c e  que dans  le  R o m a in ,
F r o m  th is  po in t, L a  F o n ta in e  goes  on to c o m p a r e  the  tw o
h e r o e s  of a n t iq u i ty  w ith  the  P r in c e  of CondC. T he r e a d e r  i s  m a d e  to
se e  th a t  w h a t  a l l  the  t h r e e  m e n  have  in  co m m o n  is  v iv a c i ty  and
sp e e d  of a c t io n ,  c o u ra g e  and  in te l l ig e n c e ;  a l l  w e re  w e l l - r e a d  and
■much m o r e  in te l le c tu a l ly  c u l tu re d  th a n  w ould  be  e x p e c te d  of m e n  of
t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n .  T h u s  C a e sa r  c o m b in e d  m i l i t a r y  p r o w e s s  w ith  the
gift of e lo q u en ce  and  p o l i t ic a l  s a g a c i ty .  ♦
. . . . C e  R o m a in  a  e x c e l le  en  t r o i s  c h o s e s  p r i n ­
c ip a l e s ,  la  polit#.que, l ' a r t  m i l i t a i r e ,  e t  l ' a r t  
de b ie n  d i r e .
A lth o u g h  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  h ad  one of the  w o r ld 's  g r e a t e s t  m a s t e r s
of e lo q u e n c e ,  n a m e ly ,  A r i s to t l e ,  a s  h is  t e a c h e r ,  he  r e g a r d e d  e lo q u en c e
w ith  d i s d a in  bu t a d m ir e d  it in  o th e r s  w hen  i t  w as  u s e d  to  s ing  h i s
own p r a i s e s ;  M. le  P r in c e  p r e f e r s  p o s i t iv e  a c t io n  to  s h e e r  e lo q u en c e ,
a n d  i s  l e s s  a v id  of p o p u la r  g lo ry  th a n  e ither ,  of the  two h e r o e s  of
a n t iq u ity ;  bo th  A le x a n d e r  and  C a e sa r  s t a r t e d  t h e i r  m i l i t a r y  c a r e e r
e a r l y  in  l i f e ;  M . le  P r i n c e ' s  m i l i t a r y  c a p a b i l i t i e s  w e r e  no t m a d e
m a n i f e s t  u n t i l  a t  the  b a t t le  of R o c r o i  w hen  h e  w as a l r e a d y  a  m id d le -
a g e d  m a n ,  bu t  he  is  by  no m e a n s  in f e r io r  to  .his G re e k  and  R o m a n
p r e d e c e s s o r s  in the  f ie ld  of a c t io n  :
P o u r  c o m p a r e r  c e s  t r o i s  p e r s o n n a g e s  s e lo n  l ' o r d r e  
que je  m e  su is  im p o s e ,  i l s  ont fa i t  v o i r  au  s o r t i r  
de l e u r  en fance  beaucoup  de v iv a c i té ,  de h a r d i e s s e ,  
e t d 'e s p r i t ;  m a i s  M . le  P r i n c e  n 'a y a n t  eu  au cune  
o c c a s io n  d 'e c l a t e r  av an t  l a  b a ta i l le  de R o c r o i , . . . .  
l e s  oompetiteurs. que je  lu i  donne l ' e m p o r t e r o n t  a  
l ' é g a r d  -du p r e m i e r  t e m p s .  Ce que je  t ro u v e  de s in ­
g u l ie r ,  c 'e s t  que tous  t r o i s  ort eu du s a v o i r ,  e t  
que la  l e c tu r e  l e s  a  o ccu p es  p lus  q u 'e l l e  n ' a  c o u tu m e  
de f a i r e  des  gens de l e u r  s o r t e .  O u t re  le  s a v o i r ,  
c é s a r  eu t de l 'é lo q u e n c e .  A le x a n d re  e t M . le  P r i n c e  
se  son t peu s o u c ié s  de p o r t e r  c e t  a v an tag e  a u s s i  h au t  
que J u le s  C é s a r  a fa i t .  A le x a n d re  l ' a  m é p r i s e ,  lu i
16, L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 521.
17. I b i d . , p. 522. •
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qui a v a i t  A r i s to t e  p o u r  p ré c e p te u r ,  e t  qui é ta i t  
f i l s  d 'u n  p e r e  fo r t  é lo q u en t ;  I l  v o u la i t  tou t e m p o r ­
t e r  de f o r c e ,  et eût c r u  se f a i r e  t o r t  s ' i l  se  fû t 
s e r v i  d ' in s in u a t io n s ;  m a i s  je  c r a in s  f o r t  que M . le  
P r i n c e  ne  t ien n e  un peu de lu i  de ce  c ô té - l à .^ ^
T h is  g e n e r a l  c o m p a r i s o n ‘is  fo llow ed  up w ith a  p e r s o n a l  e v a lu a t io n  by  
L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f  of the  h e r o e s .  He s in g le s  th e m  out one by  one 
and  a s s e s s e s  th e  im p a c t  of t h e i r  c a r e e r  on p o s t e r i t y .  A le x a n d e r  the  
G r e a t  h a d  a  good e x cu se  fo r  a t ta c k in g  and  d e s t ro y in g  th e  P e r s i a n  E m ­
p i r e ;  h e  w a n ted  to  avenge  the G re e k s  and  to co n ta in  th e  b a r b a r i a n  i n ­
f i l t r a t io n .  B u t th e  s a m e  th ing  canno t be  s a id  of h i s  u n p ro v o k ed  i n ­
v a s io n  of In d ia .  T h is  a c t  w as  m o t iv a te d  by  the  g e n e r a l ' s  g r e a t e s t  
w e a k n e s s ,  n a m e ly ,  h i s  in o rd in a te  a m b i t io n  to  c o n q u e r  th e  w o r ld  in  
o r d e r  to  w in  th e  e s t e e m  of m e n .  F o r  th i s  s in g u la r  a c t  of i n d i s c r e ­
t io n  a n d  f o r  m a n y  o th e r  a c t s  of in h u m an ity ,  A le x a n d e r  the  G r e a t  s ta n d s  
c o n d e m n e d  b y  th e  ju d g e m e n t  of h i s to r y .
P o u r q u o i  t r o u b l e r  le re p o s  d 'u n e  n a tio n  qui ne lu i  
en  a v a i t  donne aucu n  su je t  et qui f a i s a i t  un  m e i l l e u r  
u s a g e  que  lu i - d e s  b ie n fa i ts  de la  n a tu re  ?
It i s  a d m i r a b le  to  no te  th a t  in  a w o rk  l ik e  th i s ,  in  w hich  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
o b je c t iv e  i s  to  c e l e b r a t e  m i l i t a r y  h e r o i s m ,  he s t i l l  m a in ta in s  th e  u n ­
q u a l i f ie d  c o n d em n a tio n  of u n p ro v o k ed  a g g r e s s io n  an d  th e  p o l ic y  of 
f o r e ig n  c o n q u e s ts  w h ich  he f i r s t  p ro n o u n ced  in  L e  P a y s a n  du D a n u b e . 
T h e  m e r e  f a c t  th a t  th e  poe t took  th is  s tan d  a t  an  age  w hen  a m b i t io u s  
g e n e r a l s  te n d e d  to  s a c r i f i c e  h u m a n i ta r ia n  c o n s id e ra t io n s  to  m i l i t a r y  
c o n q u e s ts  p la c e s  h is  in te l le c tu a l  m e d i ta t io n s  c e n tu r i e s  a h e a d  of h i s  
own e p o ch . In  m i l i t a r y  o p e ra t io n s .  L a  F o n ta in e  d is t in g u is h e s  b e tw e e n  
ju s t i c e  and  ex p ed ie n c y ,  and co n d em n s  the  l a t t e r  a s  b e in g  c o w a rd ly  
an d  ro b b in g  a l l  m i l i t a r y  a c h ie v e m e n ts  of t r u e  h e r o i s m .
O n  ne  r e g a r d e  pas  s ' i l s  sont ju s t e s ,  on r e g a r d e  
s ' i l s  son t h a b i l e s -  c 'e s t  a s s ^ z  m ê m e  q u ' i l s  so ien t  
h e u re u x :  on le s  loue a l o r s .
O n the  o th e r  han d , ,
Q uand  l a  t é m é r i t é  e s t^ h e u r e u s e ,  e l le  m e t  l e s  h o m m e s  
au  nom bre* de-s d ieux.
18. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 521.
19. I b i d . , p. 522.
20. I b i d . , p. 522.
21. I b i d . ,  p . 523.
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A s  f o r  J u l iu s  C a e s a r ,  he c a r r i e d  out a g r e a t e r  n u m b e r  of c a m p a ig n s  
e q u a l ly  h a z a r d o u s  w ith  thcæ  of A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  and  h is  c a r e e r  is  
d is t in g u is h e d  by  a  m o r e  advan ced  m i l i t a r y  sk i l l  and  in g en u ity .  H is  
c o n q u e s t  of G au l m a y  not have  b e e n  a s  s p e c ta c u la r  a s  A le x a n d e r 's  
t r i u m p h  o v e r  D a r iu s  of P e r s i a ,  bu t w hen the  l a t t e r ' s  v i c to r y  is  m a tc h e d  
a g a in s t  C a e s a r 's  ex p lo i ts  in P h a r s a l i a ,  N o r th  A f r i c a  and  o th e r  b a r ­
b a r i a n  la n d s ,  i t s  g lo ry  fa d e s  into in s ig n if ic a n c e .  C ae sa r  m a d e  h i m ­
s e l f  m a s t e r  of th e  R o m a n  w o r ld  in  a  m o r e  sub tle  an d  a d m i r a b le  m a n ­
n e r  th a n  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t  did of the  G re e k  w o r ld .  And C a e s a r 's  
h u m a n i t a r i a n  q u a l i t ie s  a r e  in th e m s e lv e s  m o r e  p r a i s e w o r th y  th an  th e  
v io le n t  an d  in h u m a n  d e s t r u c t io n  of c i t i e s  a c c o m p l is h e d  by the  G re e k  
G e n e r a l .  O n th e s e  g ro u n d s ,  ou r poet f inds  J u l iu s  C a e s a r  a  g r e a t e r  
m a n  th a n  A le x a n d e r  the  G re a t .  ^
A in s i  je  d o n n e ra is  v o lo n t ie r s  l 'a v a n ta g e  a  J u le s  
c é s a r . , , .
O n th e  q u e s t io n  of h is  f in a l  ju d g e m e n t  on M . le  P r i n c e ,  L a  
F o n ta in e  g iv e s  th e  im p r e s s io n  th a t  th is  is  no e a s y  t a s k .  I t  i s  no t 
d if f icu l t  f o r  h im  to  p a s s  an  uneq u iv o ca l  ju d g e m e n t  on A le x a n d e r  the  
G r e a t  and  J u l iu s  C a e sa r  both  of w hom  have  p lay ed  t h e i r  ro le  and  le f t  
th e  s ta g e  f o r  p o s t e r i t y  to  judge th e m .  But th is  i s  no t th e  c a s e  w ith
M . le  P r i n c e  who i s  s t i l l  a l iv e  a s  th is  w o rk  is  b e in g  c o m p o se d .  It
i s  m o r e  d if f icu l t  to  p a s s  ju d g e m e n t  on a  l iv ing  h e r o .  If the  ju d g e ­
m e n t  i s  u n fa v o u ra b le ,  i t  e m b a r r a s s e s  the  h e ro ;  i f  f a v o u ra b le ,  i t  d r a w s  
upon h im  the  envy  and  a n ta g o n ism  of h i s  r iv a l s ,  and  in  the  c a s e  of ' 
th e  p r in c e  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  a  fa v o u ra b le  ju d g e m e n t  w ould  in ju r e  h is  
s e n s e  of m o d e s t y  an d  h u m il i ty .  T h u s  the  poe t s e e m s  to  h e s i t a t e  a 
l i t t l e  b e fo re  p ro n o u n c in g  ju d g em en t on M . le  P r i n c e ,  and , l ik e  S a in t -  
E v r e m o n d ,  he  d e c l a r e s  :
M on in te n t io n  n 'a  é té  que de p ro n o n c e r  e n t r e  ceux
qui ne  sont p lu s .  * On en peut p a r l e r  c o m m e  on veu t;
ce  sont l e s  gens du m onde  le s  p lus  c o m m o d e s .  P o u r  
l e s  v iv a n ts ,  i l  fau t p r e n d r e  g a rd e  a v ec  eux  a  ce que 
l 'o n  d i t . . . .  Si p a r  h a s a r d . . . .  j ' a l l a i s  m e t t r e  M . le  P r i n c e  
a u - d e s s u s  • des  a u t r e s ,  je  lu i  a t t i r e r a i s  t r o p  d 'e n v ie ,  e t 
o f f e n s e r a i s  la  d é l ic a te s s e  q u ' i l  a s u r  le  f a i t  d e s  p a n é ­
g y r iq u e s  . De le f a i r e  m a r c h e r  le  d e r n i e r ,  il  en a u r a i t  
du d e p it .
22. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. , p. 523.
23 . Ib id . p . 522.
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B ut the  ad o p tio n  of th is  a r t i f i c e  by L a  F o n ta in e  is  on ly  a  c l e v e r  w a y  
of c o v e r in g  h i s  ju d g e m e n t  and  giving the  im p r e s s i o n  th a t  he  i s  no t 
l a v i s h  w ith  p r a i s e s  fo r  the  G re a t  Conde, fo r  he goes  ro u n d  to  p r o ­
n o u n ce  in  an  i n d i r e c t  m a n n e r  the  s a m e  ju d g e m e n t  w h ich  he  c l a i m s  to  
s u sp e n d .  T h e  p o e t  does  no t quite  s u c c e e d  in  h is  e f fo r t  to  h id e  the  
f a c t  th a t  he  is  m e r e l y  f l a t t e r in g  h is  p a t ro n .  One of the  p o in ts  th a t  
b e t r a y  h im  i s  h i s  a l lu s io n  to  the  p r i n c e 's  " d é l i c a t e s s e .  . . .  s u r  le  f a i t
X *
d e s  p a n é g y r iq u e s " .  If the  p r in c e  is  r e a l l y  op p o sed  to  be in g  p r a i s e d
b y  o t h e r s ,  w hy th e n  does  he  take  i t  in  b ad  p a r t  i f  he  i s  m a d e  to
" m a r c h e r  le  d & i e r " ?  A ga in , w hen the  poet s ay s  of th e  p r in c e  :
J e  n e  lu i  d i r a i  j a m a i s  en  fa c e :  "Vous ê t e s  p lu s  
g ra n d  q u 'A le x a n d re " ;  e t lu i  d i r a i  e n c o r e  m o in s  :
"A le x a n d re  do it ê t r e  m is  a u - d e s s u s  de v o u s " , .^ ^
he  h a s  f o r  a l l  in te n ts  and  p u rp o s e s  p ro n o u n c e d  h i s  ju d g e m e n t ,^  e v e n  
i f  i r o n i c a l l y .  A s  if  to  d ra w  the  a t te n t io n  of h is  p a t r o n  to  th e  f a c t  
th a t  h e  h a s  done so . L a  F o n ta in e  fo llow s up th is  s ta t e m e n t  w ith  a  . 
s u b je c t iv e  r e v ie w  of the  p r i n c e ’s m i l i t a r y  c a r e e r ,  p o in tin g  out w ith  
a  g r e a t  d e a l  of e m p h a s is  the  m a t e r i a l  a d v a n ta g e s  w hich  bo th  A le x a n ­
d e r  the  G r e a t  an d  J u l iu s  C ae sa r  h a d  o v e r  the  p r in c e  and  th e  d i f f i c u l ­
t i e s  th e  l a t t e r  h a d  to  o v e rc o m e  w ith  v e r y  l im i te d  r e s o u r c e s  : an  i l l -  
eq u ip p ed  a r m y ,  s h o r ta g e  of funds , coup led  w ith  ro y a l  d i s t r u s t  an d  
the  o p p o s i t io n  of a  b e t t e r  o rg a n iz e d  and  m o r e  f o r m id a b le  a r m y  th a n  
e i t h e r  A le x a n d e r  o r  C ae sa r  e v e r  h a d  to  f ig h t .
II a  q u e lq u efo is  co m m an d e  de m a u v a i s e s  t r o u p e s , . . . .  
l a  fo r tu n e  ne lu i  a  p a s  to u jo u r s  e te  f a v o r a b le .  . . .  
la  f o r tu n e  a to u jo u rs  m e n e  s e s  deux r iv a u x  p a r  l a  
m a in ,  e t  lu i  a  e te  souven t o p p o s é e ; . . . .  i l  n 'a  e te  
m a î t r e  n i de l ' a r g e n t  n i d e s  t ro u p e s  dont i l  s ’e s t  
s e r v i ; . . . .  il  a  eu  a  c o m b a t t r e  d 'h a b i l e s  gens  e t  de 
v a i l l a n t s  h o m m e s ,  au  l ieu  que le s  P e r s e s  é ta i e n t  
im b é c i l e s ,  l e s  G au lo is  c o u ra g eu x  e t  f o r t s  a  la  
v é r i t é ,  m a i s  s an s  e x p e r ie n c e  a la  g u e r r e , . . . .  
c é s a r  a eu  l e s  m e i l l e u r e s  t ro u p e s  du^ m o n d e  e t  l e s  
p lus  a f fe c t io n n é e s  a  l e u r s  c a p i ta in e s .
T h e r e  is  no doubt th a t  in lay ing  e m p h a s is  on the  h a n d ic a p s  s u f f e r e d
by  th e  p r in c e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  in  m in d  the idea  of p ro n o u n c in g  M .
le  P r i n c e ' s  a c h ie v e m e n ts  m o r e  p r a i s e w o r th y  th a n  those cf h i s  r i v a l s .
24. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 522.
25 . I b i d . ,  p . 523. .
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In sp i te  of th e s e  h a n d ic a p s ,  the p r in c e  w as  ab le  to  d is t in g u is h  h i m ­
s e l f  a s  a g a l lan t ,  and b ra v e  m a n  a t  R o c r o i ,  L e n s ,  A r r a s  an d  in  many- 
o th e r  b a t t l e s .  H is  h e r o i s m  is  t h e r e f o r e  no l e s s  r e m a r k a b le  th a n  th a t  
of h is  r e l a t i v e ly  b e t t e r  p la ce d  c o u n te r p a r t s .  He co n d u c ted  h im s e l f  in  
th e  t r u e  h e r o i c  fa sh io n  w hen the  n e ed  a ro se .
L e s  h é r o s  se l a i s s e n t  e m p o r t e r  a  l a  c h a le u r  du 
c o m b a t .  C ela  n 'n s t - i l  p a s  a r r i v e  que lquefo is  
a  M . le  P r i n c e ?
G ra n te d  th a t  the  t h r e e  m e n  be ing  c o m p a r e d  a r e  a l l  g r e a t  and  fa m o u s
h e r o e s ,  t h e r e  is  s t i l l  so m eth in g  th a t  g ives  M . le  P r i n c e  an  edge o v e r
h i s  r i v a l s .  T he  e s s e n c e  of t ru e  g r e a tn e s s ,  s ay s  L a  F o n ta in e ,  i s  n o t
th e  a c q u is i t io n  of p o w e r  and  the  a c c u m u la t io n  of g lo ry ;  i t  c o n s i s t s  in
th e  w ay  th i s  p o w e r  i s  u s e d .  In  th i s  r e s p e c t ,  A le x a n d e r  the  G r e a t  i s
l e s s  th a n  g r e a t .  H e w as  o ften  u n r e l ia b le ,  s e l f i sh ,  a s  v a in  a s  «Nero,
r e c k l e s s l y  d e s t r u c t i v e  and " '  _ , c r u e l  to  th o se  who lo o k ed  up to
h im  f o r  p r o te c t io n .
II tu e  son  a m i ,  e t fa i t  b â t i r  une v i l le  a  l a  m é m o i r e  
de so n  ch ev a l .  . . .  P lu ta r q u e  f a i t  m e n t io n  d 'u n  in c id e n t  
qu i do it n o i r c i r  davan tage  l a  m é m o i r e  de ce p r ince :-
c ' e s t  un  m an q u e  de p a ro le  a c e r t a in e s  t r o u p e s  qui
s 'é t a i e n t  a c c o m m o d é e s  a v e c  lu i  sous  c e r t a in e s  c o n d i-  . 
t i o n s . L a  débauché  e t l a  f l a t t e r i e  de s e s  c o u r t i s a n s ,  
ou p lu tô t  son p ro p r e  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  ne son t p a s  s e u l e ­
m e n t  co u p ab le s  de ce q u ' i l  f i t  p o u r  p u n ir  C li tu s ;  on 
v o i t  a  m i l l e  a u t r e s  a c t io n s  q u ' i l  p o r te  to u t  d an s  l ' e x c e s .
I l  f i t  b r û l e r  le  p a la is  d e s  r o i s  de P e r s e  s u r  l a  p r o p o ­
s i t io n  q u 'e n  a v a i t  fa i te  une  c o u r t i s a n e , . . .  to u t  c e la  27
p a r  une v a n i té  a u s s i  r id ic u le  q u 'é ta i t  c e l le  de N é r o n . . . .
T h is  c a ta lo g u e  of c r u e l ty  c o n t r a s t s  s h a r p ly  w ith the  a d m i r a b le  h u m a n i ­
ty  of J u l iu s  C a e s a r .  When the  l a t t e r  w as  in fo rm e d  th a t  B r u tu s  w a s  
p lo t t in g  a g a in s t  h i s  v e r y  l i fe ,  and  a d v is e d  to  d e s t r o y  the  t r a i t o r ,
C a e s a r  ig n o re d  the  adv ice  and  p a rd o n e d  B r u tu s .  In  th e  s a m e  w ay , 
he  p a rd o n e d  L ig a r iu s  a t the  r e q u e s t  of C ic e ro .  T h e s e  s in g u la r  a c t s  
of c le m e n c y  a r e  m o r e  h e ro ic  th a n  A le x a n d e r 's  c o n q u e s t  of th e  w o r ld  
and  h is  d e i f ic a t io n  of h im s e l f .
J e  t i e n s  c e l l e - c i  p lus  g ra n d e  que to u te s  c e l l e s  du 
P r i n c e  de M acédo ine , e t d 'u n e  co n se q u e n ce  to u te  
a u t r e  que de se f a i r e  a p p e le r  d ieu , ce qui d é p lu t  
 _______aux  M acéd o n ien s  e t aux P e r s e s . _______________________ _ __________
26 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 523
27. I b i d . , p . 524.
28. I b i d . , p . 524.
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In h i s  d i s c u s s io n  of J u l iu s  C s ^ r a r ' s  h u m a n i ta r ia n  q u a l i t ie s  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  d re w  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  E n g l ish  h is to ry ;  he q uo tes  the  e x a m p le  of 
C h a r le s  I, who f r e e ly  fo rg av e  in  the  t r u e  h e r o ic  s p i r i t ,  c e r t a i n  of 
h i s  c o u n t r y m e n  who w e re  caught c o n sp ir in g  to  d e s t r o y  h im  :
C h a r le s  S tu a r t  a  e m p ech e  de tou t son  p o u v o ir  q u 'o n
n 'a i t  c h e r c h e  le s  c o n s p i r a t io n s  qui se f a i s a ie n t  
c o n t r e  lu i .  I l  ne v o u la i t  po in t q u 'o n  punit l e s  c o n ­
s p i r a t e u r s .  P a r  là  i l  se  f i t  a i m e r ,  e t  ne se  f i t  
p a s  a s s e z  c r a in d r e ,
T h e r e  i s  no doubt th a t  the  poet a l s o  r e c a l l e d  C o r n e i l l e 's  p lay ,  C inna ,
w h ich  w a s  f i r s t  p e r f o r m e d  in 1640. T he  th e m e  of th is  p la y  i s  the
r e m a r k a b l e  a c t  of c le m e n c y  on the  p a r t  of the  E m p e r o r  A u g u s tu s
who g e n e r o u s ly  p a rd o n s  C inna and  th e  o th e r  c o n s p i r a to r s  who p lo t  to
a s s a s s i n a t e  th e  e m p e r o r .
«
L e a d in g  f r o m  th is  po in t.  L a  F o n ta in e  goes  on to  show  th a t  
M . le  P r i n c e  r e s e m b l e s  both  C ae sa r  and  C h a r le s  I in  t h e i r  h u m a n i -
t a r ia n ia n .  q u a l i t i e s .  The p r in c e  is  m o r e  th an  a  m e r e  f r ie n d ,  he  i s
a  lo v in g  f a t h e r  to  th o se  a ro u n d  h im .
Q u i ne  s a i t  que M. le  P r i n c e  e s t  un p e r e  a  a d o r e r ?
F r o m  th e  p o in t  of v iew  of p r a c t i c a l  w isd o m  too , M. le  P r i n c e  is  
s u p e r i o r  to  b o th  A le x a n d e r  the  G r e a t  and  J u l iu s  C a e s a r ,  T h e s e  l a t ­
t e r  b e c a m e  v i c t im s  of t h e i r  own e x c e s s e s  an d  in o rd in a te  a m b i t io n .
T o  i l lu s t ra te  th is  po in t m o r e  c l e a r ly ,  o u r  poe t r e t u r n s  to  E n g l i s h  h i s ­
t o r y ,  an d  th i s  t im e  finds  an  a rg u m e n t  in  the  s to r y  of C r o m w e l l ' s  
c a r e e r  to  p ro v e  th a t  m o d e ra t io n  i s  the  s e c r e t  of h a p p in e s s .  C ro m w e l l  
w a s  a  m o n a r c h  in  e v e ry th in g  bu t n a m e ;  he  en jo y ed  a l l  th e  h o n o u rs  
and  p r iv i l e g e s  b e f i t t in g  a  k in g .  Y et he  w as  no t s a t i s f i e d  w ith  a l l  
th a t ;  he  w a n ted  to  be a lso  a  k ing  in  n a m e ,  th a t  is, to  be  o f f ic ia l ly  
c ro w n e d  m o n a r c h .  T h is  am b it io n ,  l ik e  th a t  of J u l iu s  C aesa r ,  l e d  
to  h i s  dow nfa ll .
C ep en d an t C ro m w e ll  e s t  a u s s i  to m b é  dans  c e t te
e r r e u r ,  tou t h ab ile  q u 'i l  é t a i t .  Ne s u f f i s a i t - i l
p a s  à  l 'u n  et à  l ' a u t r e  d 'a v o i r  l ' e s s e n t i e l  de la
ro y a u té ,  s an s  en  a f f e c te r  a u s s i  l e s  a p p a r e n c e s ,
qu i ont p e n sé  p e r d r e  C ro m w e l l ,  et qui ont e te
c a u s e  de la  m o r t  de J u le s  C é s a r ?  P a u v r e s  g en s ,
de c o u r i r  a p r è s  le  nom , quand la  ch o se  l e u r
d e v a i t  s u f f i r e ! _______________________________________ _
2 9 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p . 524
30. C o r n e i l l e ,  P . ,  Op. C i t . , (éd ition  R é g n ie r ) ,  t .  III, p . 459; Cinna,
A c te  V, scen e  3, 11. 1693 - 1714,
31. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 524.
32. I b i d . ,  p . 524.
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T h is  i s  no doubt a  d i s c r e e t  a l lu s io n  to  the  r e la t io n s h ip  b e tw e e n  the  
C o u r t  an d  M. le  P r i n c e .  A t the  t im e  th is  w o rk  w as  p ro d u c e d ,  th e  
G r e a t  Conde w a s  in  d i s g r a c e  at C h an t i l ly .  But the  s t r a in e d  r e l a t io n s  
b e tw een  h im  and  L o u is  XIV, who cut h im  off f r o m  th e  a f f a i r s  of th e  
R o y a l  C o u r t ,  d id  no t a ffec t  the  p r i n c e 's  n o r m a l ,  e a s y -g o in g  l i f e .  He 
q u ie t ly  r e t i r e d  to  the  c a s t l e  a t C han ti l ly ,  v is i t in g  P a r i s  only  o c c a s io n ­
a l ly  and  doing h i s  u tm o s t  to  live  a s  ro y a l ly  and  a s  h a p p i ly  a s  h i s  
c o n s id e r a b le  m e a n s  cou ld  a ffo rd .  A w a re  of th is  s i tu a t io n .  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  i s  h e r e  s e e k in g  to  conso le  and  r e a s s u r e  h is  p a t ro n  b y  c o n f i rm in g  
h im  in  the  a t t i tu d e  he  h a s  adop ted  to w a rd s  ro y a l ty  an d  c o u r t ly  h o n o u r s .  
A c c o rd in g ly ,  the  poe t s e e s  the  p r i n c e 's  c o m fo r ta b le  a d a p ta t io n  to  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  a s  a m a r k  of s t r e n g th  and w isd o m  r a t h e r  th a n  of w e a k ­
n e s s .  U nlike  C a e s a r  and  C ro m w e ll ,  M . le  P r i n c e  i s  w is e  enough-, to  
r e a l i z e  th a t  t h e r e  i s  no th ing  in  th e  n a m e  "k in g " ,  and  to  av o id  f a l l in g  
in to  the  s a m e  e r r o r s  c o m m it te d  by  the  o th e r  two m e n  :
M a is  j ' a i  t o r t  de m e  d e f ie r  de l a  s a g e s s e  de M . le  
P r i n c e .  Son s é jo u r  a  C h an t i l ly  en  fa i t  v o i r  a s s e z  
p o u r  ne  p a s  do n n er  a  c r o i r e  q u 'i l  fû t to m b e  dans  
l e s  f a u te s  q u 'o n t  f a i t e s  l e s  a u t r e s ,  s ' i l  fû t  p a rv e n u  
au  m ê m e  d e g re  de fo r tu n e .
W hat m a t t e r s  i s  f o r  one to be h appy  and c o n ten ted  w ith  o n e 's  lo t .
A h e r o  who h a s  l e a r n t  to  m a s t e r  h is  a m b it io n s  in  th e  w ay  M . le
P r i n c e  h a s  done is  a  v e r y  g re a t  an d  w ise  m a n  in d e e d  b e c a u s e  h e  h a s
le a rn t  th e  l e s s o n  of m o d e ra t io n  and  s e l f - c o n te n tm e n t .  *
L a  m o d e r a t io n  e s t  une v e r tu  de p a r t i c u l i e r  e t de 
p h i lo so p h e ,  e t  non po in t de M a je s té  n i d 'A l t e s s e .
M o d e ra t io n ,  the  k ey n o te  of L a  Fon ta ine 's  p h ilo sophy  of *kolupte", i s  
t h e r e f o r e  the  v i r t u e  upon w hich  he  b a s e s  h i s  ju d g e m e n t  an d  a s s e s s ­
m e n t  of th e  t h r e e  h e r o e s  whom  he  is  c o m p a r in g .  . A n d  f r o m  w h a t we 
h a v e  so f a r  know n about th e m , M . le  P r i n c e  is  th e  o n ly  one who h a s  
c u l t iv a te d  th is  v i r t u e  th ro u g h  a ju d ic io u s  c o m b in a t io n  of h e r o i s m  w ith  
h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m ,  g lo ry  w ith h u m il i ty ,  and  even  c o u n t ry  l i fe  w ith  c i ty  
life  :
33, L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 524.
34. I b id . ,  p . 524.
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M . le  P r i n c e ,  s a n s  y r e n o n c e r  e n t iè r e m e n t ,  t r o u v e  
le  s e c r e t  de jo u i r  de so i.  I l  e m b r a s s e  to u t  à  la  
fo is  et la  C o u r et la  c am p a g n e ,  la  c o n v e r s a t io n  e t 
l e s  l i v r e s ,  l e s  p l a i s i r s  des  j a r d in s  et d e s  b â t im e n ts .
Il f a i t ^ s a  c o u r  av ec  d ign ité : a u s s i  f a i t - i l  à  un  p r in c e
qui m é r i t e  q u 'o n  la  lu i  f a s s e ,  e t qui en  e s t  p lu s  
d igne  q u 'a u c u n  m o n a rq u e  qui a i t  su r é g n e r .  35
S ince  th e  d e s i r e  of e v e r y  m a n  is  to  s e c u r e  h a p p in e s s ,  and  s in ce
o n e 's  s u c c e s s  o r  f a i lu r e  in  l ife  d epends  to  a  l a r g e  e x te n t  upon  th e
d e g r e e  to  w h ich  one s u c c e e d s  in  r e a l iz in g  th is  o b je c t iv e ,  c a n  t h e r e
be  a  g r e a t e r ,  a  m o r e  s u c c e s s fu l  m a n  th a n  he who h a s  m a s t e r e d  th e
s e c r e t  of " v o lu p té " ?  T h is  a rg u m e n t  n a tu r a l ly  le a d s  th e  p o e t  to  th e
f in a l  s t a t e m e n t  of h is  opin ion  on the  t h r e e  h e r o e s  : A le x a n d e r  the
G r e a t  i s  j u s t  a  sp o il t  m i l i t a r y  h e r o ,  J u l iu s  C a e s a r  a  g r e a t  m a n ,  an d
M . le  P r i n c e  b o th .
*
A T exandre  s 'y  c o m p o r ta  c o m m e  un h o m m e  que la  
bonne  fo r tu n e  et la  g lo i r e  avaient a c h e v é  de g â t e r .
J u l e s  C é s a r  a  d e s  t r a i t s  d 'h u m a n i té  e t • de c le m e n c e ,  . . . .
M . l e  P r i n c e  p a r t i c ip e  de to u s  les- deux,
M . l e  P r i n c e  i s  th e r e f o r e  the  g r e a t e s t  of the  t h r e e  h e r o e s  c o m p a r e d
in  th i s  w o rk  :
N ' e s t - i l  p a s  a u - d e s s u s  de l 'h o m m e  a C h an t i l ly ,  e t  
p lu s  g ra n d  cen t fo is  que s e s  deux r iv a u x  n 'e t a i e n t  
s u r  le  t r ô n e ?  Il y a  m i s  a  s e s  p ie d s . s e s  p a s s io n s  
dont l e s  a u t r e s  ont e te  e s c la v e s  ju s q u e s  au  d e r n i e r  
m o m e n t  de l e u r  v ie .  37
T h e  p r o je c t  of c o m p a r in g  M . le  P r in c e  w ith  th e  g r e a t  h e r o e s
of a n t iq u i ty  i s  a n  a m b i t io u s  one . A s  M ath ieu  M a r a i s  r ig h t ly  o b s e r v e s .
C e n 'é t a i t  p a s  une p e t i te  e n t r e p r i s e  de t r a i t e r  une 
m a t i è r e  s i  h au te ,  qui d ev a it  p a s s e r  p a r  l e s  m a in s  
d e s  p lu s  g ra n d s  h é r o s ,  qui é ta ie n t  en  m ê m e  te m p s  
l e s  p lu s  g ra n d s  c o n n o i s s e u r s .^ ^
T h e  a d m i r a b le  m a n n e r  in  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  h a n d le s  t h i s  d e l ic a te
c o m p a r i s o n  r e v e a l s  not only the  m a tu r i t y  of h is  ju d g e m e n t  b u t  a l s o
th e  e x a c t i tu d e  and  a c c u r a c y  of h is  h i s to r i c a l  k n o w le d g e .  He p o r t r a y s
th e  d o m in a n t  t r a i t s  of c h a r a c t e r  w hich h i s to r y  a t t r i b u t e s  to  e a c h  of
the  h e r o e s  a s  w e l l  a s  m a in ta in s  a f a i r l y  b a la n c e d  ju d g e m e n t  th ro u g h -
out th e  w o rk ._________________________________    ;____
35. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 525.
36. I b id . ,  p . 525.
37. I b i d . , p. 525.
38. M a r a i s ,  M . , C on tes  et N ouve lles  de L a  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  (D e la h ay s ) ,
1858, p. Ix x ii i .
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One of the  in te r e s t in g  p o in ts  of the  c o m p a r i s o n  i s  the  b a s i s  
upon w h ich  the  poet g ives  h is  f in a l  a s s e s s m e n t  of th e  h e r o e s ,  n a m e ly ,  
the  v i r t u e  of m o d e ra t io n ,  shown in  the  a b i l i ty  to c o m b in e  h e r o i s m  
w ith  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m  and g lo ry  w ith  h u m il i ty .  He no doubt a d m ire d  
th e s e  q u a l i t i e s .  But what he s e e m s  to h av e  le f t  und e fin ed  is  the  
b o u n d a ry  b e tw e e n  m o d e r a t io n  and e x c e s s  in  h u m an  d e s i r e s .  If , a s  
he  s u g g e s t s ,  the  en jo y m en t of the  r ig h t s  and  p r iv i le g e s  a t t a c h e d  to  a  
p a r t i c u l a r  s ta t e  in  l ife  can  p ro v id e  fu ll  s a t i s f a c t io n  w ithou t o u r  a s p i -  
r in g  to  e n t e r  th a t  s ta te ,  one w o n d e rs  why he  h im s e l f  u s u r p e d  the  
t i t l e  ôf " e c u y e r  " and , in  sp ite  of th e  fa m e  and  h o n o u r  w h ich  h is  
F a b le s  w on f o r  h im ,  a s p i r e d  to have  a  s e a t  in  th e  A c ad e m y !  E i t h e r  
o u r  poe t f o r g o t  o r  chose  to  ig n o re  the  fa c t  th a t  a m b i t io n  i s  l ik e  
w a te r  f r o m  a n  e n ch a n te d  sp r in g ;  the  m o r e  you d r in k  f r o m  i t  th e  m o r e  
you t h i r s t .  In  any  c a s e ,  the  e x c e l le n c e  of th e  w o rk  a s  a  w hole  is  
not s e r i o u s l y  a f fe c te d  b y  th e  p o e t 's  te n d en c y  to  be  too  id e a l is t ic *  We 
h av e  to d is t in g u is h  b e tw een  L a  F o n ta in e  a s  a  m o r a l i s t  and  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  a s  a  m a n .  F e w  m o r a l i s t s ,  if  any , c an  h o n e s t ly  c la im  to  h a v e  
r i g o r o u s ly  a t tu n e d  th e i r  p r iv a te  l iv e s  to th e  m o r a l s  th e y  p r e a c h .
N ot ev en  th e  g r e a t  m a s t e r ,  E p ic u r u s ,  does  t h i s .  V iew ed  in  th i s  
l ig h t .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  in s is te n c e  on m o d e r a t io n  can  be  r e g a r d e d  a s  an  
id e a l  w o r th y  of e m u la t io n  but not a lw ay s  e a s y  to  a t t a in .
M o re  im p o r ta n t  s t i l l  is  the  p lace  of the  C o m p a r a i s o n  d 'A le x a n ­
d r e ,  de C e s a r  e t  de M o n s ieu r  le P r i n c e  a s  a  d e v e lo p m en t  of th e  p a t ­
t e r n  of th ough t in i t ia te d  in L e  Songe de V a u x . T h e  p r i n c e ' s  h a p p y  
r e t i r e m e n t  a t  C h an t i l ly  and h is  a b i l i ty  to  com bine  p u b lic  l i fe  w ith
p l e a s u r e  an d  r e l a x a t io n  c o n t r a s t  w ith  F o u q u e t 's  a m b i t io n s  and  h is
39i l l - f a t e d  e n s la v e m e n t  to public  l ife  and the s e r v i c e  of th e  C o u r t ,
U nlike  the  fa l len  F in a n c e  M in is t e r ,  M. le  P r i n c e  h a s  s u f ­
f ic ie n t  w isd o m  and  p ru d e n c e  to  m a in ta in  a  h ap p y  b a la n c e  b e tw e e n  th e  
g la m o u r  of w o r ld ly  l i fe  in  P a r i s  and the  p l e a s u r e s  of so l i tu d e  in  
C h an t i l ly .  T he  L o rd  of C h an til ly  p o s s e s s e s  b e t t e r  th a n  th e  M a s t e r  
of V aux  th e  s e c r e t  of enjoying  h im s e l f  to the  fu l l .  W h e re a s  F o u q u e t  
r a r e l y  gave h im s e l f  a b re a th in g  sp ace  f r o m  S ta te  d u t ie s ,  M . le  
P r i n c e  ju d ic io u s ly  b len d s  v a r io u s  a s p e c t s  of l ife  an d  e n jo y m e n t .  T h e
39. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 393 - 394 : L e  Songe de V a u x , II; Cf.
" E p i t r e  à M . le  S u r in te n d an t" ,  Ibid. pp. 461 -  463.
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c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  b e tw ee n  L e  Songe de V aux  and  the  C o m p a r a i s o n  
d 'A le x a n d re ,  de C é s a r  e t de M o n s ie u r  le  P r in c e  p r o v id e s  a n o th e r  
e x am p le  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  r e m a r k a b le  sk i l l  in  the  a r t  of v a ry in g  h i s
t h e m e s  an d  dev e lo p in g  h is  id e a s .  We sh a l l  see  in  th e  tw e lf th  B ook
1
of F a b l e s  how  th e  poe t m a n ip u la te s  th is  no tion  of r e t r e a t  o r  so l i tu d e  
in to  th e  g r e a t  id e a  of se lf -k n o w led g e  w hich  f o r m s  the  e th ic a l  b a s i s  
of h is  m o r a l  p h ilo so p h y .
F r o m  th e  a r t i s t i c  poin t of v iew , the  C o m p a ra i s o n  d 'A l e x a n ­
d r e .  . . .  i s  no t a m o n g  L a  F o n ta in e '  s b e s t  c o m p o s i t io n s .  T h e  to ta l  
a b s e n c e  of v e r s e  in  the  w o rk  su g g e s ts  a d ec l in e  f r o m  p o e t r y  to  p r o s e ,  
A  p a r a l l e l  d e c l in e  f r o m  d iv e r s i ty  to  m e d le y  i s  e q u a l ly  d i s c e r n ib l e  in  
L e s  O u v ra g e s  de p ro s e  et de p o é s ie  d e s  s i e u r s  de M a u c ro ix  e t  de L a  
F o n ta in e  , p u b l is h e d  jo in t ly  the  fo llow ing y e a r  by  the  p o e t  and  h is  
f r i e n d  M a u c ro ix  (1685). T h is  jo in t  e n t e r p r i s e  s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e e n  
m o r e  of a  s y m b o l  of th e i r  l i f e - lo n g  f r ie n d s h ip  th a n  a  s e r io u s  l i t e r a r y
p r o je c t  a im e d  a t  b re a k in g  new  g ro u n d s .
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C 'e s t  une  an c ien n e  a m i t ié  qui en  e s t  l a  c a u s e .
M o st  of th e  m a t e r i a l  c o n tr ib u te d  by L a  F o n ta in e  to  th i s  c o l le c t io n ,  
w ith  th e  e x c e p t io n  of five  new fa b le s ,  a r e  old p o e m s ,  M a u c ro ix  c o n ­
t r i b u t e d  th e  m a j o r i t y  of the  p r o s e  p a s s a g e s .  P r o s e  and  p o e t r y  a r e  
c o m fo r ta b ly  ju x ta p o s e d ,  each  co m p le t in g  the  o th e r  w ithou t lo s in g  i t s  
id e n t i ty .  T h is  i s  the  a r r a n g e m e n t  to  w hich  o u r  p oe t r e f e r s  w hen , in  
th e  e p is t l e  d e d ic a t in g  the  w o rk  to  M . de H a r la y ,  h e  d e c l a r e s  :
. . . .  H a r la y ,  f a v o r i  de T h é m is ,
A g r é e z  ce  r e c u e i l ,  oeuvre de deux a m is ;
L 'u n  a p o u r  p r o te c te u r  le  dem o n  du P a r n a s s e ,
L ' a u t r e  de la  t r ib u n e  é ta le  to u s  l e s  t r a i t s .
T h e  s t r i c t l y  new  p o e m s  c o n tr ib u te d  by L a  F o n ta in e  to  th i s  c o l le c t io n  
l a c k  so m e th in g  of the  b eau ty  and e leg a n c e  of s ty le  w h ich  c h a r a c t e r i z e  
h i s  e a r l i e r  c o m p o s i t io n s .  T he s ig n s  of th is  a r t i s t i c  d e g e n e r a t io n  i n ­
c lu d e  a  te n d e n c y  to  be  too  a c a d e m ic  in the  u se  of f i g u r e s  of s p e e c h .
40. M a u c ro ix ,  F .  de . e t L a  F o n ta in e ,  J . d e .  O p . C i t . ,  ( A v e r t i s s e m e n t ) ,
41. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 492 : "A M g r .  le  P r o c u r e u r  G é n é ra l
du P a r l e m e n t " .
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a r t i f i c i a l  an d  c o ld  e leg a n c e  of s ty le ,  loss  of fo rc e  in  p o e t ic  d ic t io n ,  
a n d  a  c e r t a i n  n e g l ig e n c e  and o b s c u r i ty  in  e x p r e s s io n .  A ll  t h e s e  and  
m a n y  o th e r  s t y l i s t i c  f law s  com bine  to  in d ic a te  th a t  w h ile  b e in g  m o r e  
m a t u r e  in  though t,  the  poet h a s  l o s t  m u c h  of the  l iv e ly  f o r c e  of 
p o e t ic  im a g in a t io n  w hich  d is t in g u is h e s  h is  b e s t -k n o w n  p o e m s .  T h a t  
c r e a t i v e  im a g in a t io n ,  th a t  b u rn in g  c t t r io s i ty  and  t a s t e  f o r  d iv e r s i t y ,  
w h ich  c r e a t e d  th e  C on tes  and  F a b l e s , s e e m  now to  h av e  d e g e n e r a te d  
in to  m e r e  m e d le y  of old m a t e r i a l s  b len d ed  to g e th e r  to  s a t i s f y  th e  
c r a v in g  f o r  v a r i a t i o n  an d  c o i t r a s t .  C e r ta in ly ,  old age  and  i t s  c o n s e ­
q uen t p h y s ic a l  w e a k n e s s  a r e  beg inn ing  to  a ffe c t  th e  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  
e f f ic ie n c y .
. Biit i f  t h e s e  f a c to r s  c a u s e d  so m e  v is ib le  d e c l in e  in  th e  q u a ­
l i t y  and  q u a n t i ty  of h i s  l i t e r a r y  ou tpu t, th e y  do no t s e e m  to  h ^v e  
s e r i o u s l y  a f fe c te d  h is  a c t iv e  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in  the  p u r e ly  in te l l e c tu a l  
b u s in e s s  of the  A c a d e m y .  He w as  a c t iv e ly  invo lved  in  th e  q u a r r e l  b e ­
tw e e n  th e  A n c ie n ts  and the  M o d e rn s  s t a r t e d  by  C h a r le s  P e r r a u l t .  
D u r in g  a  r o y a l  c e le b r a t io n  to  m a r k  the  K in g 's  r e c o v e r y  f r o m  a 
s e r io u s  i l l n e s s ,  P e r r a u l t ,  m e m b e r  of the  A c a d e m y , r e a d  a  p o em  e n ­
t i t l e d  L e  S ie c le  de L o u is  le  G ran d  in  w hich  he c e le b r a te d  th e  a c h i e v e ­
m e n t s  of L o u is  X IV 's  e r a  in  p a r t i c u l a r  and  m o d e r n  t i m e s  in  g e n e r a l .  
H e c r i t i c i z e d  th e  m e n  of an tiq u i ty  and  a rg u e d  th a t  t h e i r  a c h ie v e m e n ts  
in  a l l  f i e ld s  of e n d ea v o u r ,  w hile  be in g  c o m m e n d a b le ,  h av e  no th in g  to  
c o m p a r e  w ith  th o s e  of m o d e rn  t i m e s .  P e r r a u l t  c i t e d  s c ie n t i f ic  an d  
te c h n o lo g ic a l  p r o g r e s s ,  the  e m e r g e n c e  of C h r i s t i a n i ty  w ith  i t s  p u r e r  
a n d  n o b le r  id e a l  of h u m an ity ,  the  re f in e m e n t  and  p ie ty  of th e  m o d e r n  
C hris t ian  h e r o e s  a s  opposed  to  th e  b a r b a r i c  pagan  w a r r i o r s  of a n t i ­
q u ity  am o n g  th e  f a c to r s  w hich m a k e  m o d e rn  t im e s  s u p e r i o r  to  a n t i ­
q u i ty .  B e s id e s ,  h e  a rg u e d ,  ju s t  a s  a  son  b e c o m e s  g r e a t e r  th a n  h is  
f a th e r  b y  im p r o v in g  upon the  l a t t e r ' s  a c h ie v e m e n ts  so m o d e r n  c u l ­
t u r e  a n d  c iv i l i s a t io n  a r e  s u p e r io r  to  th o se  of a n c ie n t  t i m e s  f r o m  
w h ich  th e y  a r e  b u i l t  up .
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L e s  M o d e r n e s ,  b ien  lo in  d 'ê t r e  des  en fan ts  p a r  .
r a p p o r t  aux  A n c ie n s ,  son t le s  s eu ls  v é r i t a b l e s  
a d u l t e s .  I ls  b en ef icen t  de l 'a p p o r t  du p a s s e ,  de 
c e s  â g e s  im p ito y a b le s  qui g a rd e n t  un c e r t a i n  
m é r i t é  m a i s  ou nous ne s a u r io n s  c h e r c h e r  d e s  
e x e m p le s .  . . .
F o l lo w in g  th i s  con ten t io n ,  P e r r a u l t  m e n t io n s  n e i t h e r  L a  F o n ta in e  n o r  
B o i le a u  n o r  e v en  R a c in e  am ong  the  i l lu s t r io u s  m e n  of the  epoch , 
s in c e  t h e s e  t h r e e  a r t i s t s  w e re  fa i th fu l  im i t a to r s  of th e  a n c ie n ts .  
N a tu r a l ly ,  P e r r a u l t 's  poem  s p a rk e d  off a  c o n t r o v e r s y  w hich  w a s  to  
p lag u e  the  p e a c e  of th e  A cad e m y  f o r  m o r e  th a n  h a l f  a  c e n tu ry .
A s  w ould  be expec ted , o u r  poe t took  the  s id e  of the  d e fe n ­
d e r s  of th e  a n c ie n t s .  In a n  e p is t le  a d d r e s s e d  to  h is  f r i e n d  H u e t ,  L a  
F o n ta in e  e x to ls  the  m e r i t  and  s u p e r io r i ty  of th e  a n c ie n t  a r t s  and  c u l ­
t u r e  : *
N e p a s  lo u e r  son s ie c le  e s t  p a r l e ?  a  d e s  s o u r d s .
J e  le  loue ; e t  je  s a is  q u ' i l  n ' e s t  p a s  s a n s  m é r i t é ;
M a is  p r è s  de ces  g ra n d s  n o m s  n o t r e  g lo i r e  e s t  p e t i t e .
H e  a ck n o w le d g e s  h i s  debt to  the  l i t e r a t u r e  of a n t iq u i ty  a s  a  v i ta l  e l e ­
m e n t  in  th e  f o r m a t io n  of h is  m in d  and a r t  :
T e r e n c e  e s t  dans m e s  m a in s ;  je  m ' i n s t r u i s  dans  H o ra c e ;  
H o m e r e  e t  son  r iv a l  son t m e s  d ieux  du P a r n a s s e . . . .
J e  c h é r i s  l 'A r io s t e  e t j ' e s t i m e  le  T a s s e ;
P l e i n  de M ach iav e l ,  e n tê te  de B o c c a c e ,
J ' e n  p a r l e  s i  souvent q u 'o n  en  e s t  é to u rd i ;  4 4
J ' e n  l i s  qui son t du N o rd ,  et qui son t du M id i.
and  r e s t a t e s  h i s  t h e o r y  of im i ta t io n  :
Q u e lq u e s  i m i t a t e u r s ,  sot b é ta i l ,  je  l 'a v o u e .
S u iven t en  v r a i s  m o u to n s  le  p a s te u r  de M antoue:
J ' e n  u s e  d 'a u t r e  sorte ; e t ,  m e  l a i s s a n t  g u id e r .
S ouvent à  m a r c h e r  seu l  j 'o s e  m e  h a s a r d e r .
On m e  v e r r a  to u jo u rs  p r a t i q u e r  c e t  u sag e ;
Mbn im i ta t io n  n 'e s t  point un e sc la v ag e :
J e  ne  p re n d s  que l ' i d é e ,  et l e s  t o u r s ,  e t  l e s  l o i s .
Q ue n o s  m a î t r e s  su iv a ien t  e u x -m ê m e s  a u t r e f o i s .
Si d 'a i l l e u r s  quelque endro it  p le in  chez  eux d 'e x c e l le n c e  
P e u t  e n t r e r  dans m e s  v e r s  san s  n u lle  v io le n c e ,
. J e  l ' y  t r a n s p o r t e ,  e t  veux q u ' i l  n ' a i t  r i e n  ^ d 'a f fe c té .
T â c h a n t  de r e n d r e  m ie n  ce t  a i r  d 'a n t i q u i t é .  ^5
42 . P e r r a u l t ,  C h a r l e s ,  L e  S iec le  de L ou is  le  G rand ; quo ted  in  M a r c
S o r ia n o ,  L e s  C on tes  de P e r r a u l t ,  P a r i s  (G a l l im a rd ) ,  1968,
p. 302.  ^  ^ ^
43. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . , p .  493 : A M g r . l ' e v ê q u e  de S o is s o n s ,  11.40-42,
44. I b i d . , 11. 37 -  38, 77 -  80.
45 . I b i d . , 11. 21 -  32.
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F o r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  the  c o n t r o v e r s y  b e tw e e n  th e  A n c ie n ts  
an d  the  M o d e rn s  w as  an  o c ca s io n  to r e a f f i r m  w ith  a n  a i r  of f in a l i ty  
h i s  e c l e c t i c i s m  and  h is  d o c tr in e  of o r ig in a l i ty  in  im i ta t io n .  T h e  
E p i t r e  à  H u e t , a t  the  t im e  it  c a m e ,  w as  th e  p o e t 's  p r o f e s s i o n  of 
fa i th  in  th e  e x c e l le n c e  of an tiq u i ty  and h is  a ck n o w le d g e m en t  of i t s  
in f lu en c e  on h is  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p m en t.  H is  r e m a r k a b l e  f a m i l i a r i ­
ty  w ith  a n t iq u i ty  i s  not only ev iden t f r o m  th e  m a n y  a d a p ta t io n s  he  
m a k e s  f r o m  i t s  l i t e r a t u r e  but a l s o  f r o m  the  a c c u r a t e  k now ledge  of 
a n c ie n t  h i s t o r y  w hich  he  exh ib i ts  in  the  C o m p a ra i s o n  d 'A le x a n d re ,  de 
C e s a r  e t  de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e . It i s  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
th a t  he  sh o u ld  r e t u r n  to  an c ie n t  h i s t o r y  and  l i t e r a t u r e  f o r  i n s p i r a t i o n  
in  th e  l a s t  tw o p o e m s  of P h i le m o n  et B a u c is  and  L e s  F i l l e s  de M in ee  
b o th  of w h ich  a r e  ad ap ted  f r o m  the  M e ta m o rp h o s e s  of O v id . .  ^ .
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2. T he  R e t u r n  to  O vid : 'P h i le m o n  et B a u c is "  and " L e s  F i l l e s  de M in ée
B y  the  t im e  L a  F o n ta in e  b e c a m e  an  " A c a d é m ic ie n " ,  h e  h a d  
d e f in ed  h i s  l i t e r a r y  w o r ld  and  h ad  a l s o ,  o r  a t l e a s t  g iv e s  the  i m p r e s -  
s io n  of h av in g  done so, ' e x h au s te d  the  a v a i la b le  so u rc e s  w h ich  h e  
cou ld  e f fe c t iv e ly  exp lo it  with the  sk i l l  a t  h is  d i s p o s a l .  One in d ic a t io n  
of th i s  f a c t  i s  th e  te n d en cy  f o r  h im  to go b a ck  to the  e a r l i e r  s o u r c e s ,  
th a t  i s ,  to  th o s e  m o d e ls  in a n c ie n t  l i t e r a t u r e  w h ich  s e r v e d  h im  so 
w e l l  d u r in g  h i s  fo r m a t iv e  y e a r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  M e ta m o r p h o s e s  of 
O vid  f r o m  w h ich  he  d re w  in s p i r a t io n  f o r  h is  e a r l i e s t  s u c c e s s f u l  p o e m  
of A d o n i s . I t w a s  to  th is  s a m e  s o u rc e  th a t  he  now  r e tu r n e d  w hen , 
in  1685, he  n e e d e d  m a t e r i a l  w ith  w hich  to  c o m p o se  th e  tw in  p o e m s  
of P h i l e m o n  e t  B au c is  and L e s  F i l l e s  de M inée . T h e s e  w e r e  th e  
new  p o e m s  w h ich  a p p e a re d  to g e th e r  in th e  seco n d  v o lu m e  of 0*uvrages 
de p r o s e  e t de p o e s ie  des  s i e u r s  de M a u c ro ix  e t de L a  F o n ta in e , 
p u b l i s h e d  in  1685. T h e r e  h a s  b e en  a lo t  of s p e c u la t io n  abou t th e  
d a te  of c o m p o s i t io n  of th e se  p o e m s .  Som e c r i t i c s  b e l ie v e  th a t  a l ­
though  th e  p o e m s  w e re  not p u b l ish e d  u n ti l  1685, th e y  w e r e  in  f a c t  
c o m p o s e d  abou t the  s a m e  t im e  a s  A d o n is . P i e r r e  C l a r a c ,  f o r  e x ­
a m p le ,  g iv e s  th e  im p r e s s i o n  th a t  a t  l e a s t  p a r t  of th e  p o e m s  i s  a s  
o ld  a s  L e  Songe de V a u x :
A  q u e lq u es  œ u v r e s  r é c e n t e s  se  m ê le n t  d e s  v e r s  
é c r i t s  a u t r e fo i s  pou r F o u q u e t ,  deux p o e m e s ,
P h i l é m o n  et B au c is  e t  L e s  F i l l e s  de M in e e . . . .
A v e c  s e s  deux p o e m e s  L a  F o n ta in e . r e v e n a i t  a  
O vide  qu i lu i  a v a i t  i n s p i r e  A don is  , Daphne,
G a la té e  . I l  y a  d 'a i l l e u r s  de f o r t e s  r a i s o n s  
de p e n s e r  qu 'une  p a r t i e  au  m o in s  d e s  F il le s  de 
M in ée  é t a i t  co m p o sée  d epu is  lo n g te m p s .
G u s tav e  M ich au t  m e n t io n s  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of e a r l i e r  c o m p o s i t io n  b u t
47r e f r a i n s ;  f r o m  conclud ing . T he s a m e  a t t i tu d e  is  m a in ta in e d  b y  
P i e r r e  C o ll in e t .  What le d  to  th is  sp ec u la t io n  i s  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  in  
g e n re  and  s o u r c e  b e tw een  A donis  and th e se  l a t e r  p o e m s .  B ut th i s  
g ro u n d  a lo n e  canno t ju s t i fy  the  da ting  of P h i lé m o n  e t B a u c is  and  
L e s  F i l l e  de M inée  w ith  A d o n is . L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  th e  h a b i t  of r e -
tu rn in g  to  h is  f a v o u r i te  s o u rc e s  now and again , a n d  n o th ing  s to p s________
46. C la r a c ,  P . , L a  F o n ta in e ,  N ouvelle  ed itio n  re v u e  e t  c o r r i g é e ,
P a r i s ,  (H a tie r) ,  1959, pp. 131 - 132.
47 . M ich a u t ,  G . , L a  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  (H ache tte ) ,  1914, t . I I ,  p p . 2 4 1 -2 4 2 .
48. C o ll in e t ,  J - P . ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 385.
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h im  f r o m  s e le c t in g  m a t e r i a l s  w h ich  he p re v io u s ly  le f t  out, i f  he  now  
c o n s id e r s  th e m  a p p r o p r ia te  fo r  a  new  p u rp o s e .  M o r e o v e r ,  if  th e s e  
p o e m s  w e r e  c o m p o se d  a t  the  s a m e  t im e  a s  A don is  o r  L e  Songe de 
V a u x , i t  i s  m o r e  th a n  p ro b a b le  th a t  the  p oe t w ould h a v e  p u b lish e d  
th e m  a t  th e  s a m e  t im e  th a t  A don is  and P s y c h e  a p p e a r e d ,  th a t  i s ,  in  
1669, w hen , a c c o rd in g  to  L a  F o n ta in e  h im s e l f ,  th e  ep ic  g e n re  w as  
in  d e m a n d .  I s  i t  p o s s ib le  th a t  th e  poe t cou ld  have  d e la y e d  f o r  n e a r l y  
tw e n ty  y e a r s  th e  p u b lica t io n  of a  p o em  th a t  w as  in  fa s h io n  a ro u n d  
1 6 6 9 ? I t  i s  a l s o  to  be  no ted  th a t  m u c h  of the  you th fu l e x u b e ra n c e  
an d  p o e t ic  im a g in a t io n  w hich  c h a r a c t e r i z e  A don is  a r e  la c k in g  in  the  
l a t e r  p o e m s .  T h e r e  is  th e r e f o r e  l i t t l e  doubt th a t  P h i l e m o n  e t  B a u c is  
an d  L e s  F i l l e s  de M inee  w e re  c o m p o se d  abou t th e  s a m e  t im e  th a t  
th e y  w e r e  p u b l i s h e d  and th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  c a m e  b a c k  to  O vid  iji h i s  
o ld  a g e .
W hat h e  sought in  the  L a t in  m o d e l  a t  th i s  t im e  w as  a n  i n ­
s p i r a t i o n  th a t  w ou ld  enab le  h im  to  p o r t r a y  a n o th e r  a s p e c t  of lo v e .
T h a t  i s ,  to  pu t a c r o s s  a n o th e r  co n cep t  of "A m o u r"  w h o se  v e r y  i m ­
m o r t a l i t y  w ould  c o n t r a s t  w ith  the  p ag an  love  of A d o n is  c o n q u e re d  b y  
d e a th .  O v id  i s  w e l l -p la c e d  to  p ro v id e  o u r  poe t w ith  w ha t he  n e e d e d ,  
f o r  a p a r t  f r o m  be in g  an ep ic  po e t,  the  L a t in  a u th o r  i s  a l s o  th e  poe t 
of lo v e .  The R o m a n  love e legy , w h a te v e r  h ad  p r e c e d e d  i t  in  th e  
l a t e r  G re e k  l i t e r a t u r e ,  r e c e iv e d  a  new  m e an in g  an d  g r e a t e r  s t i m u l a ­
t io n  in  th e  h a n d s  of O vid. He endow ed love  w ith  the  q u a l i t i e s  of 
h e r o i s m  an d  d u r a b i l i ty .  In  th e  e ig h th  Book of h is  M e ta m o r p h o s e ^  
O vid t e l l s  of a  s u r p r i s e  v i s i t  w hich  the  k ing  of g o d s ,  J u p i t e r  h im s e l f ,  
p a y s  to  a  c e r t a i n  town in  th e  P h r y g ia n  h i l l - c o u n t r y  in  c o m p a n y  w ith  
S a tu rn .  B o th  gods , d is g u is e d  a s  t r a v e l l e r s ,  a r e  d e n ie d  s h e l t e r  by  
th e  w ic k e d  and  in lio sp itab le  in h a b i ta n ts  of the  tow n . O n ly  th e  p o o r  
o ld  c o u p le ,  P h i l e m o n  and  Baucis r e c e iv e  the  s t r a n g e r s  in to  t h e i r  
h u m b le  co tta g e  and o ffe r  th e m  a s  m u c h  h o s p i ta l i ty  a s  t h e i r  m o d e s t  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  c a n  p e r m i t .  A s  th e y  a l l  s i t  a t  t a b le ,  th e  v i s i t o r s  
p e r f o r m  a  m i r a c l e  by  m u lt ip ly in g  the  q u a li ty  an d  q u a n t i ty  o f  the  d r y  
b r e a d  o f f e re d  to  th e m ,  thus  r e v e a l in g  t h e i r  t r u e  id e n t i ty  to  t h e i r  h o s t  
and  h o s t e s s .  T h e  gods a lso  d is c lo s e  th e i r  m i s s i o n  to  d e s t r o y  the  
tow n a n d  to  s p a r e  no one bu t P h i le m o n  and  h is  w if e . T he  l a t t e r  a r e  
r e m o v e d  to  a  n e a r b y  h ill;  the  town is  d e s t r o y e d  and  tu rn e d  in to  a
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m a r s h ,  w h ile  th e  c o u p le 's  co ttage  b e c o m e s  a b e au t i fu l  m a r b l e  t e m p l e .
A t th e  end  of t h e i r  ex ce p t io n a l ly  long l ife ,  P h i le m o n  a n d  B aucis  a r e ,
49a t t h e i r  own r e q u e s t ,  changed  into an  oak and lin d en  t r e e  r e s p e c t i v e l y .
T h e  s u g g e s t io n  h a s  b e en  m a d e  by H uet th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  m a y
a ls o  h a v e  d ra w n  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  the  b ib l ic a l  s t o r y  of th e  v i s i t  of tw o
a n g e ls  to  L o t  and  h i s  w ife , r e c o r d e d  in the  n in e te e n th  c h a p te r  of 
50
G e n e s i s .  H uet c i t e s  the  w ash in g  of the  g u e s t s '  f e e t  w h ich  f e a t u r e s  in
51th e  p o e m  a s  a  ty p ic a l ly  H e b rew  c u s to m . But th i s  a rg u m e n t  i s  n o t a  
v a l id  one , f o r  the  p r a c t i c e  of w ash in g  the  fe e t  of a  g u e s t  a s  a  s ig n  of 
h o s p i t a l i ty  w as  co m m o n  to  the  a n c ie n t  G re e k s  and  H e b r e w s .  It  is  
t h e r e f o r e  a  f e e b le  g ro u n d  upon w hich  to  b a s e  the  a r g u m e n t .  H o w e v e r ,  
judg ing  f r o m  L a  F o n ta in e 's  good know ledge of the  s c r i p t u r e s  a s  a  r e ­
su l t  of h i s  e a r l y  c o n ta c ts  w ith  th e  C h r i s t i a n  r e l ig io n ,  a n d  c o n s id e r in g
«
the  s k i l l  w ith  w h ich  he  h a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  th is  know ledge  no t on ly  in
V  X
L e  P o e m e  de l a  c ap t iv i té  de S a in t-M a le  bu t in  h is  o th e r  r e l ig io u s  p o e m s ,  
i t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  he  r e c a l l e d  the  ep iso d e  in th e  Book of G e n e s is  w h en  
he  w a s  c o m p o s in g  P h i le m o n  e t B a u c i s . We a r e  in c l in e d  to  b e l ie v e  th a t  
th e  p o e t  d re w  th e  b u lk  of h is  in s p i r a t io n  f r o m  O vid  bu t m a y  h a v e  s u p ­
p le m e n te d  i t  w ith  r e m in i s c e n c e s  of h is  know ledge of the  O ld  T e s t a m e n t  
h i s t o r y  an d  r e l ig io n .
In  ad ap t in g  O v id 's  s to ry .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e m a in s  r e m a r k a b l y  
fa i th fu l  to  h i s  m o d e l ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  w ith  r e g a r d  to the  d e ta i l s  of the  
d o m e s t ic  l i fe  of the  h e r o  and the  h e r o in e .  B ut h e  t r a n s f e r s  th e  e m p h a ­
s i s  w h ich  O vid  la id  on the  c o u p le 's  p ie ty  to  th e  a m a z in g  s o l id i ty  of 
t h e i r  love  w h ich  e n ab le s  th e m  to r e m a in  happy an d  c o n te n te d  ev en  in  
th e  m i d s t  of in d ig en cy . F o r  ex am p le ,  O vid e l a b o r a te s  on th e  m o d e s t  
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of th e  couple , and dw ells  p a r t i c u l a r l y  upon the  h u m b le  
d e ta i l s  of the  c o u ch , the  th r e e - l e g g e d  and u n s te a d y  ta b le ,  th e  e a r t h e n ­
w a r e  d i s h e s ,  th e  m e a g r e  m e a l  of v e g e ta b le s ,  m i lk  a n d  f r u i t s  an d  d r y  
b r e a d  :
P h i l e m o n  le  p r e m i e r  p r é s e n te  un banc ru s t iq u e ;
B a u c is  d 'u n  v ieux  ta p is  co u v re  ce  s ieg e  an tiq u e ;
49. O v ide , N a so  P u b l iu s ,  L e s  M e ta m o rp h o s e s ,  T r a d u i t e s  en  v e r s ,  a v ec
d e s  r e m a r q u e s  et des  n o te s  p a r  M . De sa in t  ange , (N ouvelle  éd it io n ) ,  
P a r i s ,  1808, t .  III, p . 65: (L iv re  VIII, 11. 9 -1 6 ) .
50. T he  H o ly  B ib le  w ith  the  Books c a l le d  A p o c ry p h a ,  R ev ise d  v e r s io n ,
C a m b r id g e  and London, pp. 19-20  : G e n e s is ,  19, 1 -2 8 .
51. H ue t,  D e m o n s t r a t io  e v an g e lic a ,  P a r i s ,  1690, p . 123.
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P u i s  a u to u r  des^ tisor.s, sous  la  c e n d re  c a c h e s .
A m a s s a n t  de l ' e c o r c e  et d e s  r a m e a u x  s e c h e s .
D 'u n  souffle  h a le ta n t  avec  pe in e  r é v e i l l e
L e s  c h a rb o n s  e n d o rm is  q u 'e l l e  a  c o u v e r ts  la  v e i l le ;
E t  donnant au  ^foyer de nouveaux  a l im e n s .
Sous un v a s e  a tro is  p ie s  a l lu m e  d es  s a r m e n s ,
E l l e  y m e t ,  dépou illé  de sa  g r o s s i è r e  L e u i l le ,
L e  lé g u m e  a r r o n d i  que le  p a u v re  r e c u e i l l e .
L e  v i e i l l a r d  l a  seconde , e t  d 'une  fo u rc h e  a r m e ,
D e tach e  un  l a r d  qui pend  au c h e v ro n  en fum e,
■ E n  coupe  une p a r c e l le ,  e t  dans l 'o n d e  boqD lan te  
A d o u c i t  s u r  le  feu  sa  s a u m u r e  é c u m a n te .
B ut he  u s e s  th e s e  d e ta i ls  a s  a m e a n s  of bringing out m o r e  v iv id ly  
th e  a d m i r a b l e  p ie ty  of the  old coup le , w hose  h o s p i ta l i ty  in  the  fa c e  
of c r u s h in g  p o v e r ty ,  c o n t r a s t s  s h a r p ly  w ith  the  w ic k e d n e s s  of th e  
r i c h  p eo p le  of th e  tow n. T h e  r e a d e r  i s  m a d e  to  a p p r e c ia t e  the  
c o u p le 's  c h a r i t a b l e  d isp o s i t io n  by  m e a n s  of the  l i t t l e  d e ta i l  of . the  
A lth o u g h  the  l a t t e r  is  th e  c o u p le 's  on ly  co m p an io n  in  th e  
h o u s e ,  th e y  t r y  to  k i l l  i t  fo r  t h e i r  g u e s ts  a s  a  f u r t h e r  s ig n  o f  h o s ­
p i ta l i ty  b u t a r e  d is su a d e d  f r o m  doing  so by  the  v i s i t o r s .  We a r e  
to ld  th a t ,  i m p r e s s e d  by th is  s in g u la r  a c t  of v i r t u e ,  J u p i t e r  h im s e l f  
c an  no lo n g e r  h id e  h is  a d m ir a t io n  :
M a is  s u r to u t  J u p i t e r  a v ec  p l a i s i r  o b s e r v e
C e t a c c u e i l  s im p le  et v r a i ,  ce bon c œ u r  s a n s  r e s e r v e .
L a  r i c h e s s e  du p a u v re ,  e t  qui donne au r e p a s  
Un p r ix  que bâen souven t de g ra n d s  f e s t in s  n 'o n t  p a s .
L a  F o n ta in e  r e ta in s  a l l  th e s e  d e ta i l s .  H e s t r e s s e s  the  
" é t r o i t e  c a b a n e "  w hich  s e r v e s  a s  the  c o u p le 's  dw elling  an d  w h ich  he  
d e s c r i b e s  a s
N 54
D e m e u r e  h o s p i t a l i è r e ,  h u m b le  et c h a s te  m a i s o n ,
and  a d d s  th e  fo llow ing co m m en t on the  p a u c i ty  of the  f u r n i tu r e  and
th e  f r u g a l i t y  of the  m e a l
L a  ta b le  où l 'o n  s e r v i t  le  c h a m p ê t re  r e p a s  
F u t  d 'a i s  non faço n n es  a  l 'a id e  du c o m p as :
E n c o r e  a s s u r e - t - o n ,  s i  l 'h i s t o i r e  en  e s t  c r u e .
Q u 'e n  un de se s  su p p o r ts  le  te m p s  l ' a v a i t  r o m p u e .
52. O v ide , N . P . ,  Op. C i t . , 11. 23 - 36. ”
53. I b i d . , 11. 6 7 . -  70.
54. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 380 : P h i lé m o n  et B a u c is  , 11. 36 -  37.
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B au c is  en  é g a la  le s  appu is  c h an c e lan ts
Du d é b r i s  d 'u n  v ieux  v a se ,  a u t r e  in ju re  des  a n s .
Un t a p i s  tou t u se  c o u v r i t  deux e s c a b e l le s :
I l  ne s e r v a i t  ^pourtan t q u 'au x  f ê te s  s o le n n e l le s .
L e  l in g e  o rn e  de f l e u r s  fut c o u v e r t ,  p o u r  to u s  m e t s .
D 'u n  peu  d e  la it ,!  de f r u i t s ,  e t d e s  dons d e . C é r è s . 5 5
B ut o u r  p o e t  a c c u m u la te s  th e s e  d e ta i ls  f o r  a p u rp o s e  qu ite  d i f f e r e n t  
f r o m  th a t  of h is  L a t in  m o d e l .  T h ey  no lo n g e r  s e r v e  m e r e l y  to  r e f l e c t  
th e  p ie ty  of th e  couple  bu t a r e  u sed  h e r e  a s  a m e a n s  of fo r c in g  th e  
a n t i t h e s i s  b e tw e e n  the  c o u p le 's  a b je c t  m a t e r i a l  p o v e r ty  an d  t h e i r  s u b ­
l im e  h a p p in e s s  and  co n ten tm en t .  T h is  d is p o s i t io n  d e r iv e s  no t f r o m  
a n y  m a t e r i a l  w e a l th ,  honour o r  g lo ry  bu t f r o m  th e  good r e l a t io n s h ip  
an d  undying  lo v e  w hich  b ind the  couple  to g e th e r ,  th u s  i l l u s t r a t i n g  th e  
im p o r ta n c e  of " a m i t i é "  and " a m o u r"  in  the  q u e s t  f o r  h a p p in e s s .  T h e  
p ro lo g u e  of the  poem  is  d evo ted  to defin ing  the  e p h e m e r a l  a n d  Q lusive 
n a tu r e  of m a t e r i a l  w ea lth  and  g lo ry  a s  in s t r u m e n ts  of h a p p in e s s .  T h e  
l a t t e r  c o n s i s t s  in  th e  en joym en t of p h y s ic a l  h e a l th  an d  m e n ta l  t r a n q u i l ­
l i ty ,  in  b e in g  c o n ten ted  w ith  w hat one h a s  and  in  s c o rn in g  th e  v a in  
p r o m p t in g s  of in o rd in a te  a m b it io n .  T he  w ise  and  h ap p y  m a n  m o c k s  a t  
the  t r a n s i t o r y  sp len d o u r  of k in g s  and th e i r  f a v o u r i t e s ,  and  i s  unw il l in g  
to e x ch a n g e  h i s  m o d e s t  but s a t is fy in g  dw elling f o r  the  p a la c e s  of k in g s .
N i I ' o r  n i la  g ra n d e u r  ne  nous r e n d e n t  h e u re u x ;
C es  deux  d iv in ité s  n 'a c c o r d e n t  a  no s  v œ u x
Q ue d e s  b ie n s  peu c e r t a in s ,  q u 'u n  p l a i s i r  p e u  t r a n q u i l l e :
D e s  so u c is  d é v o ra n ts  c 'e s t  l ' e t e r n e l  a s i l e ;  
v é r i t a b l e s  v a u to u rs  que le  f i l s  de J a p e t  
R e p r é s e n t e ,  e n c h a în e  s u r  son  t r i s t e  s o m m e t .
L 'h u m b le  to i t  e s t  e x em p t d 'u n  t r ib u t  s i  fu n e s te :
L e  sag e  y v i t  en paix , e t m é p r i s é  le  r e s t e ;
C on ten t de c e s  d o u c e u rs ,  e r r a n t  p a r m i  l e s  b o is .
I l  r e g a r d e  à  s e s  p ied s  le s  f a v o r i s  des  r o i s .  5^
W hen i t  i s  r e c a l l e d  th a t  th is  poem  w as  d e d ica te d  to  the  due de V e n d ô m e ,
th e  m o t iv e  f o r  L a  F o n ta in e 's  in s i s t e n c e  on s e l f - c o n te n tm e n t  an d  h i s
c o n te m p t  f o r  k in g s  and  th e i r  f a v o u r i te s  b e c o m e s  c l e a r e r .  T h e  due de
V e n d ô m e , one of the  p o e t 's  b e n e f a c to r s  d u r in g  th i s  t im e ,  w a s ,  in
sp ite  of h i s  b r a v e r y  and d is t in g u ish ed  ta le n ts ,  d is l ik e d  b y  L o u is  X IV .
He w a s  v i r t u a l l y  in  d i s g r a c e .  F r o m  an  e a r ly  age  he  an d  h is  b r o t h e r
w e re  c o n s ta n t ly  in tr ig u in g  with t h e i r  aun t, the  d u c h e s s e  de B o u il lo n ,
in  w h o se  h o u se  L a  F o n ta in e  m u s t  have  m e t  th e m .  N a tu ra l ly ,  the  k in g
55. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 380 : P h i le m o n  et B a u c i s , U . 61 -  70.
56. I b i d . , 11. 1 - 10.
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c o n s id e r e d  th e i r  m a n n e r s  to  be  a t r o c io u s .  It w as  to  the  e ld e r  b r o t h e r ,  
L o u i s - J o s e p h ,  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d e d ic a te d  P h i le m o n  et B a u c i s . I g ­
n o r in g  th e  K ing , the  ro y a l  p a lac e  and i t s  h o n o u rs ,  the  young due de ' 
V en d ô m e  e n d e a v o u re d  to  m a k e  h is  own c o u n try  h o m e  a s  a t t r a c t iv e  and  
^^P Py p o s s ib le .  T he  vo lup tuous  su p p e r  p a r t i e s  w h ich  w e r e  o r g a n iz e d  
h e r e ,  l ik e  th o s e  of the  D u e 's  c o u s in s ,  the  P r i n c e s  of C on ti ,  a t t r a c t e d  
m a n y  of th e  p le a s u r e - lo v in g  e p ic u r e a n s  of the  epoch , in c lu d in g  L a  F o n ­
t a in e .  In  th i s  w ay  the  due de V endôm e and h is  b r o t h e r  s u c c e e d e d  in  
b e in g  q u ite  h a p p y  and  co n ten ted  d e sp i te  the  K in g 's  h o s t i l i ty .  T h i s  w a s  
the  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n tex t  in  w hich o u r  p o e t 's  p ro logue  to  P h i l e m o n  e t  B a u ­
c i s  w a s  c o m p o se d .  T he  poet i s  h e r e  t ry in g  to conv ince  the  D ue th a t  
" c e s  d o u c e u r s "  and  " p l a i s i r  t r a n q u i l l e "  w h ich  the  D u e 's  h o m e  a f fo rd e d  
a r e  s u p e r i o r  in  e v e r y  w ay  to  the  v a in  sp len d o u r  and  h o n o u rs  o4  th e  
r o y a l  p a la c e .  T h e  o s te n ta t io u s  g lo ry  th a t  s u r r o u n d s  th e  K ing  an d  h is  
f a v o u r i t e s  i s  p u r c h a s e d  at a  m o r e  c o s t ly  p r i c e  th a n  i t  i s  r e a l l y  w o r th .
II l i t  au  f r o n t  de ceux  q u 'u n  v a in  luxe  e n v iro n n e  ^
Q ue la  F o r tu n e  vend ce q u 'o n  c r o i t  q u 'e l l e  donne.
T h is  su b t le  r e f e r e n c e  to  " F o r tu n e "  and  h e r  su p p o sed  f r e e  g if ts  to  the
g r e a t  a m o n g  m e n ,  su g g es ts  r e m in i s c e n c e s  of M o n ta igne , V o i tu re  a n d
C h a p e la in .  In  th e  seco n d  Book of E s s a i s  M onta igne  d e c l a r e s  th a t  th e
f a v o u r s  of th e  gods a r e  not g iven f r e e  but so ld  to  m e n .
L e s  d ieux  nous vendent to u s  le s  b ie n s  q u 'i lz  n ous  
d o n n en t.
V in c en t  V o i tu re  r e i t e r a t e s  the  s a m e  id e a  in h is  e p i s t l e  to  th e  c o m te  
de G u iche  :
S an s  m e n t i r . . . . .  L a  F o r tu n e  e s t  une g ra n d e  t r o m p e u s e !
E t  p o u r  l 'o r d i n a i r e  e lle  nous vend  b ie n  c h è r e m e n t  l e s  
c h o s e s  q u 'e l l e  sem b le  nous d o n n e r .
A nd  J e a n  C h a p e la in  ta k e s  i t  up a g a in  in  one of h is  l e t t e r s  :
R e c o n n o is s e z  que la  F o r tu n e  ne veu t pas  q u 'u n  
h o m m e  a i t  j a m a i s  du b ie n  s a n s  p e in e ,  e t  q u ' i l  
fau t  to u jo u r s  q u 'e l le  se  pa ie  de s e s  f a v e u r s  a 
n o s  d é p e n s .
W hat L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  in  com m on  with h is  m e n to r s  i s  t h e i r  in s i s t e n c e  
on th e  f a c t  th a t  th e  s o -c a l le d  ro y a l  h o n o u rs ,  w ea lth  an d  g lo r y  a r e
57. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , 11. 11 - 12.
58. M o n ta ig n e ,  M . de. Op. C i t . , p. 655 ( E s s a i s ,  II, xx).
59. V o i tu re ,  V . ,  Œ u v r e s ,  P a r i s ,  1677, t . I ,  p . 255 : $_,ettre cxx iii)
60. C h ap e la in ,  J .  C o r re sp o n d a n c e ,  P a r i s ,  1669, t . I ,  p . 77 .
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n e i t h e r  t r u e  h a p p in e s s  n o r  in d is p e n s a b le  to it: th e y  a r e  m e r e l y
t r o u b l e s  in  d i s g u is e .  In th is  s e n s e ,  th is  p ro lo g u e  is  a  r e a f f i r m a t io n
by  o u r  p o e t  of h i s  e th ic s  of "v o lu p té " .  T r u e  "v o lu p té "  c o n s i s t s  in
th e  p e a c e fu l  e n jo y m e n t  of the  s im p le  p l e a s u r e  of l i fe  a s  o u tl in ed  in
Li 'Hy m n e  a la  V o lu p té , no t in  the  a cc u m u la t io n  of w e a l th  and  e lu s iv e
g lo r y .  I t  i s  to  i l l u s t r a t e  th is  fa c t  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  g iv e s  the  s t o r y
of P h i l e m o n  e t  .B au c is  to  h is  p a t ro n .
P h i l e m o n  e t B au c is  n o u s  en  o ff ren t  l 'e x e m p le :
T o u s  deux  v i r e n t  c h a n g e r  l e u r  cabane  en un te m p le .
H y m e n e e  e t  l 'A m o u r ,  p a r  d e s  d é s i r s  c o n s ta n ts .
A v a ie n t  uni l e u r s  coeu rs  d e s  l e u r  p lu s  doux p r in te m p s :
N i le  t e m p s  n i l 'h y m e n  n 'é t e ig n i r e n t  l e u r  f la m m e ;
C lo th  on p re n a i t  p l a i s i r  a  f i l e r  c e t te  t r a m e . . . ,
L ' a m i t i é  m o d é r a  l e u r s  feux  san s  le s  d é t r u i r e ,
E t  p a r  d e s  t r a i t s  d 'a m o u r  su t e n c o r  se  p r o d u i r e .
I t  i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  w hen P h i l e m o n  eng ag es  th e  g u e s ts  in  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  
in  o r d e r  to  a l lo w  h is  wife t im e  to  p r e p a r e  th e  f r u g a l  m e a l ,  t h e i r  d i s ­
c u s s io n  c e n t r e s
. . . . n o n  po in t s u r  la  F o r tu n e ,
S u r  s e s  jeux , s u r  l a  pom pe e t la  g ra n d e u r  d e s  r o i s ,
bu t
. . . . s u r  ce que l e s  c h a m p s ,  l e s  b e r g e r s  e t  l e s  b o is  
O nt de p lu s  innocen t ,  de p lu s  doux, de p lu s  r a r e .
T h i s  i s  a  f u r t h e r  d ev e lo p m en t of th e  e m p h a s is  la id  on th e  b e a u ty  of
n a tu r e  a s  a n  im p o r ta n t  in g re d ie n t  of '.'volupté" in  P s y c h e .
T h e  m a in  va lu e  of th e  f in a l  m e ta m o r p h o s i s  of the  a g ed  coup le  
in to  t r e e s  i s  s t r a t e g i c  in  O v id 's  w o rk .  It s e r v e s  to p ro v id e  th e  t r e e -  
s h r in e  upon  w h ich  L e le x  is  f in a l ly  to  p in  h is  o f fe r in g  an d  p ro n o u n c e  
h i s  m o r a l  e p ig r a m .  In  L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o em , th is  change  a s s u m e s  a  
m e ta p h y s i c a l  c h a r a c t e r  to  sy m b o lize  the  o m n ip o ten ce  of lo v e .  In  the  
p ro lo g u e  to  th e  o p e ra ,  D ap h n é  w h e re  the  poe t m a k e s  a  s y m b o l ic  r e ­
p r e s e n t a t i o n  of th e  m o s t  dom inan t h u m a n  p a s s io n s  : a n g e r ,  f e a r ,  h o p e ,  
d e s p a i r ,  jo y  and  lo v e ,  he s in g le s  out the  l a s t  a s  the  m o s t  p o w e rfu l  
of th e m  a l l .
R ie n  n 'a  d 'e m p i r e  s u r  l 'A m o u r ,
L 'A m o u r  en a s u r  to u te s  c h o se s .
L e  p lu s  m agn if ique  don 
Q u 'au x  m o r t e l s  on p u is s e  f a i r e .
C 'e s t  l ' a m o u r .  ________ ______________________________ • ________
61. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 380, 11. 15-20 , 2 7 -2 8 .
62. I b i d . ,  11. 55 -  59.. ' ' . - ,  ' *
63. I b id . ,  p . 453. Psyché , XI, " L 'H y m n e  a l a  V o lu p té" .
64. I b i d . ,  p . 327, D aphne, (P ro lo g u e )
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In  th e  h e a te d  deb a te  b e tw een  V enus  and  M in e rv a  o v e r  th e  r e l a t iv e  
s t r e n g th  of love  and  r e a s o n  in  m e n ,  M in e rv a  a r g u e s  th a t
L e  don le  p lu s  n é c e s s a i r e  
A ux  h ô te s  de ce s é jo u r  
C 'e s t  la  r a i s o n .
an d  V en u s  i n s i s t s  th a t
C 'e s t  l ' a m o u r .
In  the  end , i t  is  love  th a t  c a r r i e s  the  day  a s  th e  e n t i r e  c h o i r  of 
g ods  s in g  i t s  p r a i s e s  :
H e u re u x  qui p a r  r a i s o n  do it p l a i r e  I
P lu s  h e u re u x  qui plait p a r  a m o u r  I ,
It i s  th i s  op in ion  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  now r e - e n f o r c e s  in  P h i l é m o n  e t
B a u c is .  L o v e  c a n  t r iu m p h  o v e r  a l l  w an ts  and  o b s ta c le s  to  e s t a b l i s h
i t s e l f  a s  th e  i m m o r ta l  e s s e n c e  of a h appy  r e l a t io n s h ip .  T h u s  th e
«
h e r o  and  th e  h e ro in e  of th is  p o e m , now chan g ed  in to  th e  oak  an d  th e
l in d e n  t r e e  r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  s tan d  out b e fo re  the  p o e t 's  v i s io n  a s  m o d e ls
of lo v e  a n d  co n ju g a l  f id e l i ty .
B a u c is  dev ien t  t i l le u l ,  P h i l é m o n  d ev ien t  c h e n e .
O n l e s  v a  v o i r  e n c o re ,  a f in  de m é r i t e r
L e s  d o u c e u r s  q u 'en  h y m e n  A m o u r  l e u r  f i t  g o û te r :
I l s  c o u rb e n t  sous  le  po ids  des  o f f ran d e s  s a n s  n o m b r e .
P o u r  peu  que des  époux s é jo u rn e n t  sous  l e u r  o m b r e .
I l s  s 'a im e n t  ju s q u 'a u  bout,* m a l g r é  l 'e f f o r t  d e s  a n s .
I t  i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  r e c a l l e d  the  f a i l u r e  of h i s  own m a r ­
r i a g e  a s  h e  m e d i ta te d  upon the  c o n ju g a l  f id e l i ty ,  h a r m o n y  a n d  lo v e  
b e tw een  P h i l e m o n  and  B a u c is ,  f o r  he l e t s  f a l l  a n  e x c la m a t io n  w h ich  
s e e m s  to  e x p r e s s  r e g r e t  and  s e l f - c o n d e m n a t io n
A hl s i .  . . . M a i s  a u t r e  p a r t  j ' a i  p o r t é  m e s  p r é s e n t s .
S om e c r i t i c s ,  n o ta b ly  S a in t -M a rc  G i r a r d in ,  have  s e e n  th i s  e x c l a m a ­
t io n  a s  th e  only  s in c e r e  ev o ca tio n  of the  p o e t 's  r e g r e t  o v e r  th e  f a i ­
l u r e  of h is  m a r i t a l  r e la t io n s  in  the  whole of his", l i t e r a r y  w o rk .
C e t te  e x c la m a tio n ,  " A h l  s i . . . , "  e s t  le  s e u l  s ig n e  
de v o c a t io n  con jugale  que L a  F o n ta in e  a i t  m o n t r é
d an s  s e s  oeu v res . 70
65. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 327.
66. I b i d . , p . 327,
67. I b i d . , p. 327.
68. I b i d . , p . 381, P h i lé m o n  et B a u c i s , 11. 156 -  161.
69. I b i d . ,  1. 162.
70. S a in t - M a r c  G ira rd in ,  L a  F o n ta in e  et l e s  f a b u l i s t e s ,  P a r i s ,  1867, t . I ,
p. 283.
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How f a r  G i r a r d in  i s  c o r r e c t  in  d e s c r ib in g  th is  e x c la m a t io n  a s  s i n c e r e  
is  ye t  to  be  s e e n .  A f te r  a l l ,  is  i t  no t the  s a m e  L a  F o n ta in e  who, 
in  a l e t t e r  to  the  p r in c e  and the  p r i n c e s s e  de B o u rb o n  s h o r t ly  b e f o r e
t h e i r  m a r r i a g e  in  1685, w r i t e s  :
1 ' '
S ' i l  fa u t  c h a n g e r ,  dom  e z -v o u s  p a t ie n ce ,
F t  ne  so y ez  époux q u 'à  so ix an te  a n s .
In a n o th e r  l e t t e r  to  the  y o u n g er  p r in c e  de Conti over^  F a r  l a m e n t ' s
d i s s o lu t io n  of M ile ,  de L a  F o r c e ' s  m a r r i a g e  w ith  B r i o u 's  so n  in
1689, h e  a l s o  s p e a k s  d is p a ra g in g ly  abou t m a r r i a g e  :
J e  s o u t ie n s  e t d is  h a u te m e n t  
Que l 'h y m e n  e s t  bon s e u le m e n t  
P o u r  l e s  gens  de c e r t a in e s  c l a s s e s ;
J e  le  s o u ff re  en ceux  du h au t  ra n g .
L o r s q u e  la  n o b le s s e  du sang .
L ' e s p r i t ,  l a  d o u ceu r ,  et l e s  g r â c e s .
Sont jo in ts  au  b ien ; e t  l i t  a  p a r t .  *
I l  m e  fa u t  p lus a  m o n  é g a r d .
E t  qu o i?  De l 'a r g e n t  s an s  a f fa i r e ;
N e  m e  v o i r  a u t r e  chose  a f a i r e .
D e p u is  le  m a t in  ju s q u 'a u  s o i r .
Q ue de s u iv re  en  to u t  m o n  vou lo ir ;
F e m m e  de p lus  a s s e z  p ru d e n te  
P o u r  m e  s e r v i r  de co n f id en te .  . . .
E t  quand  j ' a u r a i s  to u t  a  m o n  choix.
J ' y  s o n g e r a i s  e n c o r  deux  fo is .
W hat G i r a r d i n  s e e m s  to  have  o v e r lo o k e d  is  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d i s t i n ­
g u is h e s  b e tw e e n  m a r r i a g e  a s  a  so c ia l  in s t i tu t io n  and  m a r r i a g e  a s  r e ­
la te d  to  h a p p in e s s  o r  to  "v o lu p té " .  W h e re a s  the  p o e t  p a y s  l ip  s e r ­
v ic e  to  m a r r i a g e  a s  an  in s t i tu t io n ,  he  p e r s o n a l ly  does  no t s e e  th e  
c o n t r a c t  a s  co n tr ib u t in g  to  the  r e a l i z a t io n  of "v o lu p té "  beyond  th e  
p h y s ic a l  l e v e l  of s a t is fy in g  the  im m e d ia te  sex u a l  u r g e .  F o r  h im ,  
c o n ju g a l  f id e l i ty  i s  a d iff icu lt  im p o s i t io n  w hich  i s  v e r y  h a r d  to  c a r r y  
out w h e n  th e  coup le  a r e  s t i l l  young and  a t t r a c t iv e  to  t h i r d  p a r t i e s .
In  a n y  c a s e ,  a s  f a r  a s  the  poem  of P h i l é m o n  e t B a u c is  i s  
c o n c e rn e d ,  th e  th e m e  of m a r r i a g e  is  in c id e n ta l  to  the  p o e t 's  m a in  
o b je c t iv e .  I t  i s  n e i th e r  con jugal f id e l i ty  n o r  the  in s t i tu t io n  of m a r -
71. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 496 : "A L e u r s  A l t e s s e s  S é r é n i s s i m e s
M a d e m o is e l le  de B o urbon  et M o n se ig n e u r  le  P r i n c e  de C on ti .  "
72. I b i d . , pp. 53 -  54 : "A Son A l te s s e  S é r é n i s s im e  M g r .  le  P r i n c e  de
C o n ti" .
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r i a g e  th a t  I^a F o n ta in e  is  i n t e r e s t e d  in . If th e s e  id e a s  w e re  u p p e r ­
m o s t  in  h i s  m in d ,  he  c e r ta in ly  would no t have  d e d ic a te d  a p o e m  on 
su ch  th e m e s  to  the  due de V endôm e who h im s e l f  w as  e x t r e m e l y  d i s s i ­
p a te d ,  indu lg ing  in a l l  s o r t s  of e x c e s s e s  and  quite  l ib id in o u s  in  h i s  
t a s t e s .  C e r t a in ly  w ha t L a  F o n ta in e  w an ted  to put a c r o s s  to  h i s  p a t ­
ro n  in  th i s  p o em  i s  the  id ea  th a t  f r ie n d s h ip  and  love  a r e  e t e r n a l  v i r ­
tu e s  and  th e  e s s e n c e  of t r u e  h a p p in e s s .  One show s o n e 's  love  and  
f r i e n d s h ip  b y  b e in g  g e n e ro u s  to  f r i e n d s  ev en  in  the  m id s t  of s c a r c i t y  
a s  the  s to r y  of P h i le m o n  and B au c iS h as  d e m o n s t r a t e d .  .G e n e r o s i ty  
an d  h o s p i t a l i ty  c r e a t e  a good and a n ica b le  r e la t io n s h ip  w hich  in  t u r n  
in d u c es  lo v e  and  " v o lu p té " .  V iew ed  in  th is  l ig h t ,  th e  d e d ic a t io n  of 
th i s  p o e m  to  the  due de V endôm e i s  a  to k en  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  a p p r e ­
c ia t io n  of the  D ike 's’ p a s t  fa v o u rs  and  a t  the  s a m e  t im e  an  a n t ic ip a t io n  
of m o r e  g e n e r o s i ty .  T h is  id ea  i s  sy m b o l iz e d  in  th e  d ua l p e t i t io n  
w hich  P h i l e m o n  and  Baucis a d d r e s s  to J u p i t e r .  T h e y  f i r s t  th an k  th e  
kling of g’ods f o r  sh o w erin g  th e m  w ith  so m u c h  fa v o u r  :
 ^ 73
V ous  c o m b le z ,  d i r e n t - i l s ,  vos  m o in d r e s  c r e a t u r e s .
T h e n  th e y  a d d  th e  r e q u e s t  to  be c o n s e c r a t e d  p r i e s t  an d  p r i e s t e s s  r e s ­
p e c t iv e ly  so  th a t  th ey  m a y  w o rs h ip  the  gods in  t h e i r  c o t ta g e ,  now  
tu r n e d  in to  a  m a r b le  t e m p le .  T h is  r e q u e s t  i s  im m e d ia te ly  g r a n te d .
A u r i o n s -n o u s  b ien  le  c œ u r  e t l e s  m a in s  a s s e z  p u r e s  
P o u r  p r é s i d e r  ic i  s u r  l e s  h o n n e u rs  d iv in s .
E t  p r e t r e s  vous o f f r i r  l e s  v œ u x  d e s  p e l e r i n s ?
, J u p i t e r  ex au ç a  l e u r  p r i e r e  in n o c en te .
B u t th a t  is  no t a ll;  the  couple  a l s o  a s k  f o r  the  fa v o u r  of s im u l ta n e o u s
d e a th  w hen  the  t im e  c o m es  f o r  th e m  to  d e p a r t  th i s  w o r ld ,  so  th a t
n e i th e r  of th e m  w ill  s u f fe r  the  l o s s  of the  o th e r .
"H elas I  d it P h i le m o n ,  s i  v o t r e  m a in  p u is s a n te
V o u la i t  f a v o r i s e r  ju s q u 'a u  bou t deux m o r t e l s .
E n s e m b le  nous  m o u r r io n s  en s e r v a n t  vo s  a u te l s :
C lo thon  f e r a i t  d 'u n  coup ce double s a c r i f i c e ;
D 'a u t r e s  m a in s  nous r e n d r a ie n t  un v a in  e t  t r i s t e  o ff ice :
J e  ne p l e u r e r a i s  point c e l l e - c i ,  n i s e s  yeux 
N e t ro u b le ra ie n t  non p lu s  de l e u r s  l a r m e s  c e s  l ie u x .  "
H e r e  a g a in  th e  r e a d e r  is  c l e a r ly  m a d e  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th a t
76J u p i t e r  a  ce v œ u  fut e n c o re  fa v o u ra b le .
T h e  a n a lo g y  im p l ie d  in  th is  sub tle  m a n ip u la t io n  of th e  a n c ie n t  m y th
73. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it.  p . 3 8 ,  P h i l e m o n  e t B a u c i s , 1, 123.
74. I b id . ,  11. 124 '-  127.
75. Ib id . 11. 128 - 134.
76. Ib id . ];. 135.
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co u ld  no t have  e s c a p e d  the  a t te n t io n  of the  Dike. It i s  in  the  n a tu r e  
of gods to  r e w a r d  am p ly ,  to  be  g e n e ro u s  and to  g r a n t  th e  r e q u e s t s  of 
n e e d y  bu t  s in c e r e  and oblig ing  h e a r t s .  It t h e r e f o r e  b e h o v es  th o s e  who 
• ta k e  the  p la c e  of th e  gods am ong  m e n  (and the  Dii<e h im s e l f  w as  one 
of su ch  m e n )  to ta k e  a  le a f  f r o m  th e i r  m o d e ls .  One cannot h e lp  a d ­
m i r i n g  the  c le v e r  m a n n e r  in  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  ap p lied  h is  v a s t  k n o w ­
led g e  of l i t e r a t u r e  to  the  so lu tio n  of h is  own p r o b le m s .  One of su ch  
p r o b le m s  w a s  th e  n e ed  to  h av e  a lw ay s  a t  h and  a n u m b e r  of r i c h  a n d  • 
in f lu e n t ia l  p a t r o n s  who h e lp ed  to  supp ly  h i s  m a t e r i a l  n e e d s  w h ile  h e  
devo ted  h i m s e l f  e n t i r e ly  to  h is  l i t e r a r y  p u r s u i t s .  A s  h e  g re w  o ld e r  
and  w e a k e r ,  t h i s  n e e d  b e c a m e  in c r e a s in g ly  a c u te .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  
v e r y  m u c h  to  th e  p o e t 's  c r e d i t  th a t  he  w as  a b le  to  d ra w  f r o m  a c r o s s  
the  a g e s  su f f ic ie n t  in s p i ra t io n ,  a p p r o p r ia t e  a r g u m e n ts ,  a n e c d o te s  a n d  
a n a lo g ie s  w ith  w h ich  he not only  a t t r a c t e d  bu t a l s o  r e t a in e d  the* a t t e n ­
t io n  of a  v a s t  n u m b e r  of p a t ro n s  and  s y m p a th iz e r s  w h o se  g e n e r o s i ty  
s u s ta in e d  h im  th ro u g h o u t h is  c a r e e r .  If the  e s s e n c e  of e d u ca tio n ,  a n d  
in d e ed  of in te l le c tu a l  g row th , i s  the  a p p l ic a t io n  of know ledge  to  th e  
so lu t io n  of th e  p ro b le m s  6f l i fe ,  th en  L a  F o n ta in e 's  s u c c e s s  in  t h i s  
s p h e r e  i s  ye t  a n o th e r  index of h is  in te l le c tu a l  g row th .
L ik e  P h i l e m o n  e t B a u c i s , th e  seco n d  p o em . L e s  F i l l e s  de 
M inee  w a s  a d a p te d  f r o m  the  fo u r th  an d  sev en th  B ooks of O v id 's  M e t a ­
m o r p h o s e s  and  su p p lem en ted  w ith  a n  ep iso d e  d ra w n  f r o m  B o c c a c c io 's  
T he  D e c a m e r o n . In O v id 's  a cco u n t of th e  d a u g h te r s  of M in y as ,  th e
s to r y  b e g in s  w ith  a  b r i e f  a cco u n t of the  g e n e r a l  a c c e p ta n c e  of B a c c h u s
a s  a god and  of the  f e s t iv a l  b e in g  h e ld  in  h is  h o n o u r .  In  o ld e r  G r e e k  
a r t  B a c c h u s  h ad  a l  w ays been  r e p r e s e n te d  a s  a b e a r d e d  m a n  c ro w n e d  
w ith  iv y  o r  g ra p e  le a v e s  and sw athed  in  a  long tu n ic .  A s  a n  i m p r o v e ­
m e n t  upon t h i s ,  Ovid  d e s c r ib e s  the  god a s  a  v e r y  young m a n  endow ed  
w ith  a lm o s t  m a id e n ly  b eau ty  and  w ith  p e re n n ia l  you th .
O L y e e l  o l ib e r !  in v e n te u r  de la  v igne .
A s t r e  n o u v eau  du c ie l ,  g lo i r e  a  ton  h e u re u x  s igne!
O f i l s  de S ém ele !  dans  le c o u r s  de neuf m o is .
T o i  s e u l ,  en fan t d iv in , tu  v in s  au  jo u r  deux fo i s .
T o n  v is a g e  r ia n t ,  quand ta  t e te  s a c r e e  
D ép o u il le  . l 'o r n e m e n t  de sa  m i t r e  d o ré e ,
D 'u n e  v ie r g e  au f ro n t  p u r  a  l e s  t r a i t s  in g é n u s .
7 7 .  O v ide ,  N . P .  O p.-Cit . ,  t .I I ,  p.  5,
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In p la c e  of th is  p h y s ic a l  d e s c r ip t io n  of the  god of w in e ,  L a  F o n ta in e
s u b s t i t u t e s  an  a c c o u n t  of B a c c h u s '  ex p lo i ts  am ong  m o r t a l s  and  g iv e s
th e  god a  m o r e  d is s o lu te  c h a r a c t e r  :
J e  ne  d is  r i e n  des  voeux dus aux  t r a v a u x  d iv e r s  
D e ce^ d ieu  qui p u rg e a  de m o n s t r e s  l 'u n iv e r s :
M a is  a  quoi s e r t  B ac c h u s ,  q u 'a  c a u s e r  d e s  q u e r e l l e s .
A f f a ib l i r  l e s  p lus  s a in s ,  e n la id i r  l e s  p lu s  b e l l e s .
S ouvent m e n e r  au  Styx p a r  de t r i s t e s  c h e m in s ?
E t  n o u s  i r i o n s  c h o m m e r  la  p e s te  d e s  h u m a in s .
In  p o r t r a y in g  B a c c h u s  in  th is  m a n n e r ,  the  p oe t i s  gu ided  b y  th e  u s u a l  
p r a c t i c e  in  a n c ie n t  G re e c e  and R o m e .  H e r e ,  i t  w a s  n a tu r a l  f o r  the  
w o r s h i p p e r s  of any  god to r e c a l l  th e  fa m o u s  e x p lo i ts  of the  d e i ty  on 
h i s  f e a s t  d a y .  L a  F o n ta in e  m a k e s  th is  f e s t iv a l  a n  o c c a s io n  f o r  i n t r o ­
duc ing  th e  t h r e e  sp inn ing  = s i s t e r s  o r  the  d a u g h te r s  of M in y as  who defy  
th e  god a n d  in c u r  h is  v e n g ea n c e .  He p r e s e n t s  th e  s i s t e r s  a s  q rd î ­
na  r i l y  in d u s t r io u s  and  pious; th e y  do h o n o u r  to  M in e r v a ,  the  g o d d e ss  
of h o u s e h o ld  a r t s ,  a d m it  th a t  a  r e a l  god is  o m n ip o ten t;  and  th e y  u s u a l ly  
r e c o g n iz e  th e  w is d o m  of the  gods; bu t th e y  r e fu s e  to  ack n o w led g e  th e  
d iv in i ty  of B a c c h u s  f o r  the  r e a s o n s  q u o te d  a b o v e . T h u s  the  in i t i a l  
p o r t r a y a l  ofi th e  c h a r a c t e r  of B ac c h u s  h a s  the  s t r a t e g i c  im p o r ta n c e  of 
b e in g  th e  p re lu d e  o r  the  r e a s o n  fo r  the  s a c r i l e g io u s  a t t i tu d e  of the  
d a u g h te r s  of M in y a s .  In O v id 's  w o rk ,  t h e i r  s a c r i l e g e  i s  p u n ish e d  b y  
t h e i r  b e in g  m e ta m o r p h o s iz e d  in to  b a ts ;  L a  F o n ta in e  im p r o v e s  upon  
th is  d e ta i l  by  fo llow ing  i t  up w ith  a  m o r a l  r e f l e c t io n  a im e d  a t  r i d i ­
c u l in g  th e  gods .
B a c c h u s  e n t r e ,  et sa  c o u r ,  confus e t  long c o r te g e :
"Ou son t, d i t - i l ,  c e s  s œ u r s  a  l a  m a in  s a c r i l e g e ?
Q ue P a l l a s  le s  defende, e t  v ienne  en  l e u r  f a v e u r  
O p p o s e r  son  egide a  m a  ju s te  f u r e u r :
R ie n  ne m 'e m p ê c h e r a  de p u n ir  l e u r  o f f e n s e .
V oyez: et qu 'on  se r i e  a p r è s  de m a  p u i s s a n c e !  "
I l  n 'e u t  p a s  d it ,  q u 'o n  v it  t r o i s  m o n s t r e s  au  p la n c h e r .
A i l é s ,  n o i r s  et v e lu s ,  en  un co in  s 'a t t a c h e r .
O n  c h e r c h e  le s  t r o i s  s œ u r s ;  on n 'e n  v o it  n u l le  t r a c e .
T h e  i r o n i c a l  c o m m e n t  w ith  which L a  F o n ta in e  fo l lo w s  up th i s  m e t a ­
m o r p h o s i s  w il l  be quoted  l a t e r .  M eanw hile  the  in n o v a t io n  m a d e  by  
the  p o e t  i s  no t l im i te d  to the  m e r e  in t ro d u c t io n  of n e w  d e ta i l s ;  he
78. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p. C i t . ,  p. 382, L e s  F i l l e s  de M i n é e , 11. 15 -  20 .
79. I b i d . , 11. 543 - 551.
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a l s o  c h a n g e s  the  e n t i r e  s t r u c tu r e  of h is  m o d e l .  F o r  e x a m p le ,  he  
im a g in e s  th a t  w hile  the  th r e e  s i s t e r s  s ta y  a t  h o m e  w eav in g  o r  s p in ­
n ing  t h e i r  t h r e a d ,  th e y  a ls o  e n te r t a in  th e m s e lv e s  w ith  s t o r i e s .  W h e re '  
a s  in  th e  L a t in  m o d e l  th e se  s to r i e s  canno t e n te r  e a s i l y  in to  th e  s e ­
q u en ce  of the  p o e m  and have  to  be  t r e a t e d  a s  s e p a r a te  c o m p o s i t io n s .  
L a  F o n ta in e  c o n t r iv e s  to in c o r p o r a te  a l l  of th e m  in to  one lo n g  p o e m  
u n d e r  th e  c o m m o n  t i t le  of L e s  F i l l e s  de M i n é e . T h is  a r c h i t e c t u r e  
is  r e n d e r e d  p o s s ib le  by m e a n s  of h i s  e ig h t - l in e  p ro lo g u e .
J e  ch an te  dans  ces  v e r s  l e s  f i l l e s  de M in ée ,
T r o u p e  au x  a r t s  de P a l l a s  d è s  l 'e n f a n c e  a d o n n ée .
E t  de qui le  t r a v a i l  f i t  e n t r e r  en  c o u r ro u x
B a c c h u s ,  a  ju s te  d ro i t  de s e s  h o n n e u rs  ja lo u x .
T o u t  d ieu  v eu t aux h u m a in s  se f a i r e  r e c o n n a î t r e .
O n ne  v o it  point l e s  c h a m p s  r é p o n d re  aux  so in s  du m a î t r e .
Si d an s  l e s  jo u r s  s a c r e s ,  a u to u r  de s e s  g u é r e t s ,  ^
I l  ne m a r c h e  en t r io m p h e  a  l 'h o n n e u r  de C é r è s .  80
T h e  s t o r i e s  w hich  Ovid pu ts  in  the  m o u th  of th e  s i s t e r s  a r e
of t h r e e  g ro u p s ,  one to ld  by  e ac h  of the  g i r l s .  E v e r y  g ro u p  b e g in s
w ith  a  s h o r t  in t r o d u c to r y  p a s s a g e  and  a l lu d e s  to  a  n u m b e r  of m y th s
81e a c h  of w h ich  c o n ta in s  a m e ta m o r p h o s i s  of so m e  s o r t .
O u r  p o e t  c o n v e r ts  O v id 's  fo u r th  s to ry ,  n a m e ly ,  th e  f a m o u s  
m y th  of P y r a m u s  and T h isb e ,  in to  h is  own f i r s t  t a l e .  T h e  L a t i n  m o ­
d e l  t e l l s  how  th e s e  two lo v e r s ,  f ind ing  th a t  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  a r e  o p p o se d
to  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e ,  p lan  to  f le e  c o v e r t ly .  B ut t h e i r  p la n  m i s c a r r i e s
82 .an d  b o th  p e r i s h  in  t r a g ic  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  L a  F o n ta in e  r e t e l l s  th e
s t o r y  w ith  a d m i r a b le  b re v i ty  and  v iv id n e s s .  In a  few  l in e s  h e  n a m e s
the  l o v e r s ,  s k e tc h e s  the se t t in g ,  and  d e s c r ib e s  th e  in te n s i ty  of. t h e i r
love  w h ich  i s  e n g e n d e re d  by  p ro x im i ty  and  s t im u la te d  f u r t h e r  b y
p a r e n ta l  o p p o s i t io n .
D eux  je u n e s  coeurs  s 'a im a ie n t  d 'u n e  ég a lé  t e n d r e s s e :
P y r a m e ,  c 'e s t  l 'a m a n t ,  eu t T h isb e  p o u r  m a î t r e s s e .
J a m a i s  couple  ne fut s i  b ie n  a s s o r t i  q u 'eu x ;
L 'u n  b ie n  fa i t ,  l ' a u t r e  b e l le ,  a g r é a b le s  to u s  deux .
T o u s  deux  d ig n e  de p la i r e ,  i l s  s 'a i m e r e n t  s a n s  p e in e ;
80. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , L e s  F i l l e s  de M inee , 11. 1 - 8 .
81. 'O vide, N ’P . , Op. C i t . ,  t . I I ,  pp. 9 -  39.
82. I b i d . , pp. 9 - 18.
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D 'a u ta n t  p lus  tô t  é p r i s ,  qu 'une  inv inc ib le  h a in e  
D iv is a n t  l e u r s  p a r e n t s  c e s  deux a m a n ts  u n it .
E t  c o n c o u ru t  aux  t r a i t s  dont l 'A m o u r  se s e r v i t .
L e  h a s a r d ,  non le^ choix , a v a i t  re n d u  v o is in e s  
L e u r s  m a i s o n s ,  ou " e g n a ie n t  c e s  g u e r r e s  in te s t in e s :
Ce fu t un avan tage  a l e u r s  d é s i r s  n a i s s a n t s .
T h e n  th e  p o e t  r e c o u n ts  the  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  le ad in g  to  the  d i s c o v e r y  by  
the  l o v e r s  of a  h idden  f i s s u r e  in the  w a ll  d iv id ing  t h e i r  h o u s e s  a n d  th e  
n a iv e  c o n v e r s e  of the lo v e r s  a t  n ig h tfa l l .  T h is  d e ta i l  w h ich  O vid  
t r e a t s  v e r y  c a s u a l ly  is  ex p lo ited  b y  o u r  p oe t a s  a  m e a n s  of r e i t e r a ­
t in g  th e  w a rn in g  he gave e a r l i e r  in  the  C ontes  to the  e ffec t  th a t  the  
s u p p r e s s io n  of love  im p u ls e s  only  s e r v e s  to  in te n s i fy  the  u rg e  to  
love  :
L a  d e fe n se  e s t  un c h a r m e :  on d it  q u 'e l l e  a s s a i s o n n e  
L e s  p l a i s i r s ,  et s u r to u t  ceu x  que l 'a m o u r  nous  donne.
D 'u n  d e s  lo g is  a  l 'a u t re  , e l le  i n s t r u i s i t  du m o in s  *
N os a m a n t s  a  se d i re  a v ec  s ig n es  l e u r s  s o i n s . . . .
Un v ie u x  m u r  e n t r 'o u v e r t  s é p a r a i t  l e u r s  m a is o n s ;
L e  te m p s  a v a i t  m in e  s e s  a n t iq u e s  c lo iso n s :  84
L a ,  souven t de l e u r s  m a u x  i l s  d é p lo ra ie n t  l a  c a u s e . , . .
T h e  p a in t in g  of th is  scen e  su g g e s ts  r e m in i s c e n c e s  of c e r t a in  v e r s e s
of T h é o p h i le  de V iau . T he  l a t t e r  d e p ic ts  a s im i l a r  im a g e  in  h i s  t r a -
gedy^ L e s  A m o u r s  t r a g iq u e s  de P y r a m e  e t  T h isb e ,  m i s  en  v e r s  f r a n -
ç o is ,  w h ic h  w as  pu b lish ed  in  162 6. In th is  s ce n e ,  de V iau  w r i t e s  :
P r i v é s  de to u s  m o y en s  de nous p a r l e r  a i l l e u r s .
E t  ne pouvant v e n i r  a  d e s  a c c è s  m e i l l e u r s .
Une p e t i te  fen te  en c e t te  p i e r r e  o u v e r te .
P a r  nous deux s e u le m e n t  e n c o re  d é c o u v e r te .
N ous  f a i t  s e c r è te m e n t  a l l e r  e t r e v e n i r  85
L e s  p ro p o s  dont A m o u r  nous  l a i s s e  e n t r e t e n i r .
In d ic a t in g  w ith  a  few  poe tic  to u c h es  the  r e t u r n  of day . L a  F o n ta in e
o u t l in e s  th e  l o v e r s '  p lan  of e s c a p e ,  m e n t io n s  t h e i r  re n d e z v o u s  u n d e r
86a  b e a u t i fu l  s ta tu e  in s te a d  of the  t a l l  m u l b e r r y  t r e e  u s e d  b y  O vid ,
an d  d e s c r i b e s  the  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of t h e i r  d ea th .
" D e m a in ,  d i t - i l ,  il  fau t s o r t i r  av an t  l ' a u r o r e ;
N 'a t te n d e z  point l e s  t r a i t s  que so n  c h a r  f a i t  e c l o r e .  
T r o u v e z -v o u s  aux d e g ré s  du T e r m e  de C e r e s ;
83. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 382, 11. 37 - 47.
84. I b i d . , 11. 53 - 61.
85. T h é o p h ile  de V iau , L e s  A m o u rs  t r a g iq u e s  de P y r a m e  et T h is b é ,
m i s  en  v e r s  f r a n ç o is ,  P a r i s ,  (M artin ) ,  1626, A c te  II , s c è n e  i .
86. O v ide , N P . ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 9 - 18.
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L a ,  n o u s  nous a t te n d ro n s  : le  r iv a g e  e s t  tou t prè&>
Une b a rq u e  e s t  au b o rd ; l e s  r a m e u r s ,  le  v e n t  m ê m e .  
T o u t  p o u r  n o t re  d é p a r t  m o n t r e  un  h â te  e x t r ê m e ;  
L 'a u g u r e  en  e s t  h e u re u x ,  n o t r e  s o r t  va  c h a n g e r ;
E t  l e s  d ieux  sont p o u r  no u s , s i  je  s a i s  b ie n  j u g e r .
A lth o u g h  m o r e  c o n c is e  than  h i s  m o d e l ,  o u r  poet p o r t r a y s  e v e r y  s c e n e  
of th e  t r a g e d y  w ith  an  a r t i s t i c  touch  p e r s o n a l  to  h is  i r o n i c a l  s ty le .
T h e  e p iso d e  of the  l io n e s s ,  f r e s h  f r o m  d ev o u rin g  a  l a m b ,  an d  w h ich  
t e a r s  an d  s ta in s  T h i s b e 's  c loak  w ith  b lood, i s  g iven  a n  a i r  of i m p r o ­
b a b i l i ty  in  O v id 's  poem  by the  su g g e s t io n  th a t  the  b e a s t  f i r s t  of a l l  
f i l l e d  i t s  s to m a c h  with w a te r  f r o m  a  n e a r b y  s p r in g  :
V o ilà  q u 'u n e  lionne , aux  yeux  de f la m m e  a r d e n s .
T e in te  du sang  des  boeufs d é c h i r é s  p a r  s e s  d e n ts .
V ie n t  de se  d e s a l t e r e r  dans  la  s o u rc e  v o is in e .
L a  F o n ta in e ,  a w a r e  of th is  e le m e n t  of im p ro b a b i l i ty ,  s u p p r e s s e s  th e
d r in k  e p iso d e  an d  g ives  the  in c id en t  a  m o r e  r e a l i s t i c  to u c h .
Une l ionne  v ien t,  m o n s t r e  im p r im a n t  la  c r a in te ;
D 'u n  c a r n a g e  r e c e n t  s a  gueule  e s t  tou te  t e in te .
T h i s b e  fu it; e t son v o i le ,  e m p o r té  p a r  l e s  a i r s .
S o u rc e  d 'u n  s o r t  c r u e l ,  to m b e  dans  c e s  d e s e r t s .
L a  l io n n e  la  voit,  le  so u i l le ,  l e  d é c h iré ;
Et, l ' a y a n t  teint de sang , aux  f o r ê t s  se  retire , ^9
A f te r  P y r a m u s  h a s  c o m m it te d  s u ic id e ,  b e l ie v in g  th a t  h i s  l o v e r  h a s  
b e e n  d e v o u re d  b y  a w ild  b e a s t ,  T h isb e  r e t u r n s  t im id ly  to  th e  p la c e  
of r e n d e z v o u s ;  she is  a t  f i r s t  doubtfu l w h e th e r  th is  co u ld  be  th e  a p ­
p o in te d  p la c e .  L a  F o n ta in e  s u g g e s ts  th a t  in the  b r ig h t  m o o n l ig h t^ a n d  
b e in g  sh ak e n  w ith  f e a r  and ag ita t io n ,  the  h e r o i n e 's  doubt i s  o n ly  
n a tu r a l .  T h is  c o n t r a s t s  w ith O v id 's  e x p lan a tio n  to  th e  e ffe c t  th a t  
T h i s b e 's  p e r p le x i ty  is  c a u se d  by  the  m oon lig h t  g iving a  f r ig h t fu l  
c o lo u r  to  th e  m u l b e r r i e s .  T h e re  i s  no doubt th a t  o u r  p o e t  f in d s  t h i s  
e x p la n a t io n  a l i t t l e  r id ic u lo u s .  A s  a  p re lu d e  to  th e  t r a g i c  c o n c lu s io n  
of th e  s to r y ,  i t  i s  e s s e n t ia l  th a t  T h isb e  should  know  how  P y r a m u s
d ie d .  Y et the  L a t in  m o d e l  in t ro d u c e s  the  h e r o i n e 's  d i s c o v e r y  of h e r
90
l o v e r ' s  d e a th  u n d e r  v e r y  im p ro b a b le  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  Ig n o r in g  
O v id 's  d e v ia t io n ,  o u r  poet goes s t r a ig h t  in to  the  d e ta i l s  of th e  d i s ­
c o v e r y  of P y r a m u s ' ac t io n  and sw o rd  by  T h is b e .  T h e  m o d e l ' s  un<-
n e c e s s a r y  d ig r e s s io n s  and r i g m a r o l e s  a r e  c o m p le te ly  cu t off and
T h is b e  is  m a d e  to  w itn e ss  the  e x p ira t io n  of h e r  lo v e r :  ___________ _
87. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 3 8 2 -So, 11. 89-v6; Cf. a l s o  11. 1 0 1 -1 2 5 ,
88. O v ide , N . P .  , Op. C i t . ,  p. 13.
89. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 383, 11. 105 - 110
90. O v ide , N . P . ,  p p .  C i t . , pp. 13 - 15.
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T h is b e  v ien t; T h isb e  vo it  t o m b e r  son c h e r  P y r a m e .
Q ue d e v in t - e l le  a u s s i?  T ou t lu i  m anque  à la  fo is .
L e s  s en s  et le s  e s p r i t s ,  a u s s i  b ie n  que la  vo ix .
E l le  r e v ie n t  enfin; Clothon, p o u r ,  l ' a m o u r  d 'e l l e .
L a i s s a  a P y r a m e  o u v r i r  sa  m o u ra n te  p ru n e l le .
Il ne r e g a r d e  point la  l u m iè r e  d e s  cieux;
S u r  T h isb e  s e u le m e n t  i l  to u rn e  e n c o r  le s  yeux .
Il  v o u d ra i t  lu i  p a r l e r ,  s a  langue  e s t  re te n u e ;
I l  té m o ig n e  m o u r i r  con ten t de l ' a v o i r  vue .
D r iv e n  to  d e s p a i r ,  T h isb e  a lso  ends  h e r  own life  w ith  the  s a m e  w e ap o n
u s e d  by  h e r  lo v e r .  N othing b r in g s  out m o r e  v iv id ly  L a  F o n ta in e 's .
c o n te n t io n  th a t  le g i t im a te  love  im p u ls e s  should  not be  s u p p r e s s e d  th a n
th e  t r a g i c  en d  of th e s e  two i l l - f a t e d  lo v e r s .
A s  i f  to  b r in g  th is  l e s s o n  n e a r e r  h o m e  to  the  r e a d e r ,  the
poe t ad d s  the  ep iso d e  of C ephalus  and  P r o c r i s .  T he  o r ig in a l  G r e e k  
le g e n d  t e l l s  th a t  C epha lus  u s e d  to  spend  the  m o rn in g  h u n ting  wij.d 
b e a s t s  an d  a t  noon  would v i s i t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  sp r in g  on M ount H y m e t tu s  
to  en jo y  the  coo l,  r e f r e s h in g  b r e e z e  (a u ra ) .  He often  a d d r e s s e d  th e  
b r e e z e  a s  i t  if w e re  a  h u m a n  b e ing , u rg in g  i t  to  v i s i t  h im .  I n f o r m e d  
of t h i s ,  C ep h a lu s  ' w ife , P r o c r i s ,  thought th a t  h e r  h u sb an d  w a s  c o u r t in g  
so m e  b e a u t i fu l  nym ph  n a m ed  A u r a .  In g re a t  d i s t r e s s ,  she  w en t a lo n e  
to  th e  s p r in g  and  co n ce a led  h e r s e l f ,  a l t e r n a t e ly  hop ing  and f e a r in g .
On th i s  o c c a s io n  C ephalus  a d d r e s s e d  no t only a u r a  bu t a l s o  z e p h y r .  
H ap p y  to  f ind  h e r s e l f  m is ta k e n ,  P r o c r i s  w ould  have  r u s h e d  to  h im  to  
a p o lo g iz e  f o r  h e r  je a lo u sy ,  but a s  she s t i r r e d  the  l e a v e s ,  C e p h a lu s  
m is to o k  h e r  f o r  an  a p p ro ach in g  w ild  b e a s t  and  w ounded h e r  f a t a l ly  w ith  
h i s  a r r o w .  She l iv e d  long enough to  r e g r e t  h e r  unfounded  s u s p ic io n .
L a  F o n ta in e  ig n o re s  m u c h  of th is  acco u n t in  h i s  a d a p ta t io n  of
th e  m y th ,  an d  fo llow s  the v e r s io n  e s ta b l i s h e d  by  O vid . A c c o rd in g ly ,
92he u s e s  m a t e r i a l  f r o m  O v id 's  L 'A r t  d 'A i m e r . B o th  h u sb a n d  and  
w ife  a r e  to  be  lo y a l  to each  o th e r  and  yet w ithou t c a u s e  bo th  a r e  to  
indu lge  in  m u tu a l  su sp ic io n .  T h en  the  poet a s s o c i a t e s  th e  s t o r y  w ith  
the  p o e t ic  m y th  of A u r o r a  in w hich  the  god d ess  of daw n i s  u s u a l ly  r e ­
p r e s e n t e d  c a r r y in g  off som e h a n d so m e  youth . T h u s ,  s h o r t ly  a f t e r
9 1 . L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 383, 11. 126 -134 .
9 2 . O v ide , N . P .  , L 'A r t  d 'A im e r ,  T r a d u i t  en  v e r s  f r a n ç a i s  p a r  M . . le
P r é s i d e n t  N ico le , P a r i s ,  1662, L iv re  III, 11. 686 -  746.
435
C e p h a lu s '  m a r r i a g e  w ith P r o c r i s ,  the  g o d d ess  finds  h im  h u n ting  
an d  a b d u c ts  h im .  L a  F o n ta in e  p r e s e n t s  th is  a b d u c tio n  a s  a n  i n t e r ­
ru p t io n  in  the  e a r l y  h a p p in e s s  of C epha lus  and P r o c r i s ,  and  m a k e s  
i t  a n  o c c a s io n  f o r  the  c o u p le 's  m u tu a l  j e a lo u s y  and  s u sp ic io n  to  i n ­
t e n s i f y .  T r a d i t io n  h a s  à lw ay s  r e f e r r e d  to the  h a n d so m e  young h u n te r  
a s  b e in g  r e s p o n s iv e  to  the  o v e r tu r e s  of h is  a b d u c t r e s s .  B u t in  L a  
F o n t a i n e ' s  p o e m , C epha lus  r e j e c t s  th e m  and c o n t in u a lly  l a m e n t s  h i s  
a b s e n c e  f r o m  h is  wife to  the  ex ten t  th a t ,  a n g e r e d  by  su ch  a  d e g r e e  
of c o n s ta n c y ,  A u r o r a  d e c la r e s  th a t  he  should  r e t u r n  to  h is  w ife bu t 
f o r e c a s t s  th a t  h e  w ould live  to r e g r e t  hav ing  e v e r  m a r r i e d  h e r .
" R e to u r n e z ,  dit l 'A u r o r e ,  a v ec  v o t r e  m o it ié ;
J e  ne  t r o u b l e r a i  p lu s  v o t r e  a r d e u r  n i  la  s i e n n e , , , .
U n  jo u r  c e t te  P r o c r i s  qui ne  v i t  que p o u r  vous 
F e r a  le  d e s e s p o i r  de v o t r e  â m e  c h a r m é e .
E t  vous  a u r e z  r e g r e t  de l ' a v o i r  ta n t  a im é e .  ^
T o  th i s  g lo o m y  p re d ic t io n  o u r  poet ad d s  a  p e r s o n a l  r e f le c t io n  :
T o u t  o r a c le  e s t  douteux, e t p o r te  un double  s e n s .
T h i s  c o m m e n t  r e v e a l s  the  t u r n  o f*m ind  co m m o n  to  C o rn e i l le  an d  R a ­
c in e .  In  r e p ly  to  J u l i a ' s  c o m m e n t  about co n su l t in g  o r a c l e s  in  C o r ­
n e i l l e ' s  t r a g e d y ,  H o r a c e , C a m il le  d e c l a r e s  :
Un o r a c le  j a m a is  ne se l a i s s e  c o m p re n d re
O n l 'e n t e n d  d 'a u ta n t  m o in s  que p lu s  on c r o i t  l ' e n t e n d r e .
A nd  in  R a c i n e 's  Ip h ig e n ie , one of the  c h a r a c t e r s  e x p r e s s e s  a s i m i l a r
id e a  ;
U n o r a c l e  to u jo u rs  se  p la i t  a  se  c a c h e r :
T o u jo u r s  av ec  un s e n s  i l  en  p r e s e n t  un a u t r e .
L a  F o n ta in e  m a y  have  r e c a l l e d  th e s e  s c e n e s  a s  h e  r e f l e c t e d  upon 
A u r o r a 's  p re d ic t io n s  to  C ep h a lu s .  T he  d is lo y a l ty  of th e  g o d d e ss  to  
h e r  own h u sb an d ,  T ithonus , b e c o m e s  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o e m  C e p h a lu s '  
r e a s o n  f o r  s u sp e c t in g  tha t  h is  wife too could  be  un fa i th fu l  to  h im .  
F u r t h e r m o r e ,  th e  poet re f in e s  and e la b o r a te s  upon h i s  m o d e l ' s  a c ­
coun t of the  te m p ta t io n .  D isg u ise d  a s  a  s t r a n g e r ,  C ep h a lu s  r e v i s i t s  
A th e n s  an d  f in d s  P r o c r i s  la m e n tin g  the  a b se n c e  of h e r  b e lo v e d  h u s ­
b a n d .  A lthough  he now has  e v e r y  r e a s o n  to be r e a s s u r e d  of h is  
w i f e 's  c o n s ta n c y ,  he  p e r s i s t s  in h is  p u rp o s e  of t e m p t in g  h e r .  By
93. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 383, 11. 192 - 19.3, 196 - 198.
94. I b id . ,  1 .1 1 9 .
95. C o rn e i l l e ,  P ,  Op. C it. , t  . I I I , pp. 318-319: H o r a c e , A c te  HI,
 ^ o  -sc e n e  o. ^
96. R a c i n e ,  J . ,  O p.  C i t . ,  t . I l l ,  p .  173 : I p h i g e n i e ,  A c te  U, s cen e  1.
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m a n y  c l e v e r  sh if ts  he su cc e ed s  in  v is i t in g  h e r  r e p e a te d ly  and  a lw a y s  
in  d is g u is e ;  he  c o u r ts  h e r  aga in  and  a g a in  but P r o c r i s  m a in ta in s  h e r  
s tan d  th a t  she  canno t love any o th e r  m a n  ex cep t  C e p h a lu s .  O v id  m e n ­
t io n s  th e  o f fe r  of som e va lu ab le  g ifts  to  h e r  a s  a n  e n t ic e m e n t  :
C o m m e  e l le ,  tan t de b ie n s ,  de dons et de t r é s o r s  
A u r a ie n t  pu m e  t e n t e r . . . .  ^7 .
L a  F o n ta in e  not only r e ta in s  th is  d e ta i l  bu t h e ig h te n s  the  s c e n e  of
te m p ta t io n  to  th e  po in t of c r e d ib i l i ty  th u s  m a k in g  the  s t r o n g - w i l l e d
w ife  to  show  so m e  h e s i ta t io n  in  the  face  of so m a n y  r i c h  p r e s e n t s .
II f a l lu t  r e c o u r i r  a  ce qu i p o r te  coup.
A u x  p r e s e n t s  : i l  o f f r i t ,  donna, p r o m i t  b eau co u p .
P r o m it -  tan t ,  que P r o c r i s  lu i  p a r u t  in c e r ta in e ;
T o u te  ch o se  a son p r ix .  . . ,
A t th i s  s l ig h t  s ign  of w e a k n e ss ,  C epha lus  im m e d ia te ly  th ro w s  off h i s  
d is g u is e  an d  a c c u s e s  h is  wife of in f id e l i ty .  In  th e  L a t in  m o d ^ l ,  
P r o c r i s  l e a v e s  h e r  h u s b a n d 's  dw elling  and  a l l  the  s o c ie ty  of m e n  in  
a n g e r  an d  s h a m e  and goes to  s h a r e  the  s p o r t s  of th e  m a id e n  g o d d e s s ,  
D ian a ,  f r o m  w hom  she o b ta in s  the  g if ts  of th e  u n e r r in g  ja v e l in  an d  
th e  u n fa i l in g  dog. Ovid a lso  g iv es  a  len g th y  a cco u n t of th e  r e c o n ­
c i l i a t io n  b e tw een  the  e s t r a n g e d  co up le . But it  i s  C ep h a lu s  who m a k e s  
the  in i t i a l  o v e r t u r e s  to w a rd s  r e c o n c i l i a t io n .  A d m it t in g  th a t  he  h a s  
done w ro n g ,  h e  a s k s  fo r  h is  w i f e ’s p a rd o n .  P r o c r i s  a c c e p t s  th e  
ap o lo g y  an d  r e t u r n s  to  h im .  A s a  to k en  of h e r  r e n e w e d  lo v e ,  she
p r e s e n t s  h im  w ith  the  unfa iling  dog and the  u n e r r in g  j a v e l in  w ith
99w h ich  he  l a t e r  k i l l s  h e r  by  m is ta k e .
O u r  p oe t c o m p le te ly  ig n o re s  O v id 's  v e r s io n  of th e  r e c o n c i l i a ­
t io n .  T h e  id e a  of a  husband  tak in g  the  in i t ia t iv e  of r e c o n c i l in g  w ith  
a  j e a lo u s  w ife  w ould  not ap p ea l  to  L a  F o n ta in e  f o r  obv ious  r e a s o n s  : 
i t  w ould  s p e l l  out . c l e a r ly  h is  co n juga l r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  to w a r d s  h i s  own 
w ife .  So in  p la ce  of O v id 's  a cco u n t,  he m a k e s  th e  in i t ia l  o v e r t u r e s  
to w a rd s  r e c o n c i l i a t io n  com e f r o m  P r o c r i s  r a t h e r  th a n  f r o m  C e p h a lu s .  
I t  is  no lo n g e r  a  q u es t io n  of P r o c r i s  abandoning  h e r  m a t r i m o n i a l  
h o m e  to  jo in  D iana  but of C ep h a lu s  h im s e l f  ru n n in g  aw ay  in  d e s p a i r  
to  s e e k  so la c e  in  hunting and in v o ca t io n  of the  A u r o r a .
97. O v ide , N . P . , Op. C i t . , t . I I ,  p . 365.
98. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 383. 11. 211 -  214.
99. O v ide , N . P . , Op. C i t . ,  pp. 365 - 375.
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 V o ila  C ephale  en peine:
Il r e n o n c e  aux  c i té s ,  s 'e n  v a  dans  le s  f o r ê t s .
C onte  au x  v e n ts ,  conte  aux  b o is  s e s  d é p l a i s i r s  s e c r e t s .  
S ' im a g in e  en c h a s s a n t  d i s s i p e r  son m a r t y r e .
C 'é t a i t  pen d an t ces  m o is  où le  chaud  q u 'o n  r e s p i r e  
O b lige  d ' i m p l o r e r  l 'h a le in e  d e s  z e p h y r s .
' 'D o u x . v e n ts ,  s ' e c r i a i t - i l ,  p r ê t e z - m o i  des  s o u p i r s I  
V en ez ,  l é g e r s  d em o n s  p a r  qui nos  ch am p s  f l e u r i s s e n t ;  
A u r e ,  f a i s - l e s  v e n i r ,  je  s a i s  q u ' i l s  t 'o b é i s s e n t :
T o n  em p lo i  dans c e s  l ie u x  e s t  de tou t r a n i m e r .
P r o c r i s '  d e s i r e  fo r  re c o n c i l i a t io n  is  shown in  th e  fa c t  th a t  she  goes  
out to  th e  f o r e s t  in  s e a r c h  of C ep h a lu s ,  and  the  i m p r e s s i o n  i s  g iv en  
th a t  she  t a k e s  th is  s tep  l e s s  b e c a u s e  of love  th a n  b e c a u s e  of h e r  r e ­
a l i z a t io n  of th e  f a c t  th a t  she is  p a r t l y  a t  fau lt  and  b e c a u s e  of h e r  
je a lo u sy :
. . .  . E t  la  vo ila  ja lo u s e .
M a in t  v o is in  c h a r i ta b le  e n t r e t ie n t  s e s  e n n u is ,  *
" J e  ne le  puis p lus  v o i r ,  d i t - e l l e ,  que le s  nu it  si 
I l  a im e  donc c e t te  A u re ,  e t  m e  qu itte  p o u r  e l l e ?
N ous  vous p la ignons: i l  l ' a i m e ,  e t  san s  c e s s e  l 'a p p e l le :
L e s  ech o s  de ces lieux  n 'o n t  p lus  d 'a u t r e s  e m p lo is  
Q ue c e lu i  d 'e n s e ig n e r  le  n o m  d 'A u re  a  n o s  b o is ;
D an s  tous  le s  e n v iro n s  le  n om  d 'A u re  r e s o n n e .
P r o f i t e z  d 'u n  av is  q u 'e n  p a s s a n t  on v o u s  donne :
L ' i n t é r ê t  qu 'on  y p re n d  e s t  de v ous  o b l i g e r " . . . .
E l le  c h e rc h e  C epha le . . .  .
A s  f o r  the  t r a n s f e r  of the  ja v e l in  an d  the  dog. L a  F o n ta in e  a l s o  d i s ­
c a r d s  th e  a c c o u n t  g iven by Ovid s in ce  th e  l a t e r  v e r s i o n  i s  b a s e d  on 
th e  r e j e c t e d  acc o u n t  of r e c o n c i l i a t io n .  C epha lus  i s  now m a d e  to  r e ­
c e iv e  th e  u n e r r in g  ja v e l in  a s  a  s o u v e n ir  f r o m  h is  a b d u c t r e s s  A u r o r a :
" R e c e v e z  seu le m e n t  c e s  m a r q u e s  de la  m ie n n e " .
(C 'é t a i t  un ja v e lo t  to u jo u r s  s û r  de s e s  c o u p s .
T h e  d e a th  of the h e ro in e  i s  b la m e d  by  o u r  p o e t  on h e r
je a l o u s y  an d  su sp ic io n  of h e r  h u sb an d  :
C ép h a le  p re n d  le  d a rd  to u jo u r s  s û r  de s e s  c o u p s .
L e  la n c e  en ce t  e n d ro i t ,  e t  p e r c e  sa  j a lo u s e .
T he  s t r e s s  la id  on the  e le m e n t  of j e a lo u s y  and  m u tu a l  s u sp ic io n  b e t ­
w e en  h u sb a n d  and  wife is  d e l ib e ra te  and  fo r  s t r a t e g i c  r e a s o n s .  It 
a f fo rd s  L a  F o n ta in e  yet a n o th e r  o p p o rtu n i ty  to lau n ch  a d e v a s ta t in g  
a t t a c k  on m a r r i a g e  a s  a  fo rm  of h u m a n  re la t io n s h ip .  I t i s  a  r e l a t i o n ­
sh ip  founded  on co n flic t .  T h u s  c o m m en tin g  on the  t r a g i c  end  of
100. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 383 - 84, 11. 214 - 223.
101. I b id . ,  11. 226 - 235, 245.
102. Ib id . , 11. 194 - 195.
103. I b id . ,  11. 260 - 261.
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P r o c r i s '  m a r r i a g e  w ith C ep h a lu s ,  one of the  d a u g h te r s  of M in y as
in d ic t s  co n ju g a l  r e la t io n s h ip s  in g e n e r a l .  If what is  thought to  be
the  b e s t  of m a r r i a g e s  ends in th is  w ay, she a s k s ,  i s  i t  w o r th  w h ile  
su b je c t in g  o n e s e l f  to  i t s  c h a in s?
" F u y o n s  ce nœ u d , m e s  s œ u r s ,  je  ne pu is  t r o p  le  d i re :
J u g e z  p a r  le  m e i l l e u r  quel p eu t ê t r e  le  p i r e .
S ' i l  ne nous  e s t  p e r m is  d 'a i m e r  que sous  s e s  lo is .
N 'a im o n s  point. "Î04
H e r e  a g a in  the  poe t m a k e s  a d is t in c t io n  b e tw een  love  and  m a r r i a g e .
H e a p p ro v e s  of one and co n d em n s  the  o th e r .  He i s  t e m p e r a m e n ta l ly  
a p p r e h e n s iv e  of m a r r i a g e  no t only  b e c a u s e  of the  r e s p o n s ib i l i t i e s  an d  
o b l ig a t io n s  a t ta c h e d  to  i t  bu t m a in ly  b e c a u s e  he c o n s id e r s  i t s  c h a in s ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  m u tu a l  je a lo u sy ,  c h ec k s  and in h ib it io n s  a s  g r e a t  o b ­
s t a c l e s  in  th e  w ay  of "v o lu p té " .  M a r r i a g e  i s  b la m e d  fo r  f r u s t r a t i n g  
th e  im m e d ia te  s a t i s f a c t io n  of n a tu r a l  sex u a l  p a s s io n  th ro u g h  it% s e r i e s  
of d e la y s  an d  in h ib i t io n s .  W hen m a r r i a g e  in f la m e s  th i s  p a s s io n ,  i t  
t u r n s  ro u n d  to  d e s t r o y  i t  th ro u g h  la s s i tu d e ^  m o n o to n y  and  je a lo u sy :
E t  to u te s ,  d 'une  voix  c o n c lu re n t  que nos  c œ u r s  
De c e t t e  p a s s io n  d e v ro ie n t  ê t r e  v a in q u e u rs :
E l l e  m e u r t  que lquefo is  av an t  q u 'ê t r e  con ten te ;
L ' e s t - e l l e ,  e l le  dev ien t  a u s s i tô t  la n g u is sa n te ;
S ans  l 'h y m e n  on n 'e n  doit r e c u e i l l i r  aucu n  f r u i t .
E t  c ep e n d an t l 'h y m e n  e s t  ce qui la  d é t ru i t .
I l - y  j o i n t . . . .  une â p r e  ja lo u s ie ,  '
P o i s o n  le p lus  c r u e l  dont l ' â m e  so it  s a i s i e .
I t  i s  e a s y  to  see  f r o m  th is  r e f le c t io n  th a t  the  t r ib u te  w h ich  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  i s  su p p o se d  to  have  pa id  to  co n juga l a f f i l ia t io n  in  P h i le m o n  e t  
B a u c is  i s  m e r e  l ip  s e r v ic e .  H is  a t t i tu d e  r e m a in s  th e  s a m e .
A f t e r  y e t  a n o th e r  e p iso d e  of t r a g ic  r e la t io n s h ip ,  n a m e ly  , the
106s t o r y  of D am o n  an d  C h lo r is ,  the  poe t no doubt s e n s e s  th a t  th e  p a t ­
t e r n  i s  b e c o m in g  m ono tonous  and b o r in g .  A c c o rd in g ly  he  s w i tc h e s
f r o m  O vid  to  B o c c a c c io  f r o m  whom  he  d ra w s  in s p i r a t io n  and  m a t e r i a l
w ith  w h ich  h e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  h i s  f in a l  e m p h a s is  on th e  o m n ip o ten ce  of 
lo v e .  T h e  t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  O vid to  B o cc a cc io  i s  c l e v e r ly  a n d  s m o o th ­
ly  m a d e  b y  m e a n s  of a  few l in e s  put in to  the  m o u th  of one of th e  s i s ­
t e r s ,  I r i s ,  a t  th e  c o n c lu s io n  of th e  s to r y  of D am on  and  C h lo r i s .  She 
d e c l a r e s  :
104. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , pp. 383 - 84, 11. 273 - 276.
105. I b id . ,  11. 151 - 158. ^
106. I b i d . ,  11. 300 -  478.'
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L a i s s o n s ,  r e p r i t  I r i s ,  c e t te  t r i s t e  p e n s é e .
L a  fê te  e s t  v e r s  sa^ f in , g r â c e  au  C ie l ,  av an c é e ;
E t  n o u s  avons  p a s s e  tout ce  te m p s  en r é c i t s  
C a p a b le s  d ’a f f l ig e r  le s  m o in s  s o m b r e s  e s p r i t s :
E ffaçcm s, s ' i l  se  peut, l e u r  im a g e  fu n e s te .
J e  p r e te n d s  de ce jo u r  m ie u x  e m p lo y e r  le  r e s t e .
E t  d i r e  un ch an g em en t,  non de c o r p s ,  m a i s  de coeu r .
L e  m i r a c l e  en  e s t  g rand ; A m o u r  en fu t l 'a u t e u r :
Il en  f a i t  to u s  le s  j o u r s  de d iv e r s e  m a n iè r e ;
J e  c h a n g e ra i  de s ty le  en ch an g ean t  de m a t i è r e .  1^7
T h e  t a i e  w h ich  fo llow s th is  t r a n s i t i o n  i s  the  a c c o u n t  of the  m y s t e r i o u s
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n  of Z o o n 's  m e n ta l  a t t i tu d e  and p e r s o n a l i t y  by  h i s  lo v e
f o r  lo le .  T h e  e p iso d e  i s  ad ap ted  f r o m  the  s to r y  of C im o n  an d  Ip h i-
gen ia  in  B o c c a c c io 's  The D eca m e ro n .  T he  a im  of th e  I ta l ia n  m o d e l
is  to  i l l u s t r a t e  the  pow er of love  b y  showing th a t
. . . . s o u v e n t  l ' a m o u r  f a ic t  l 'h o m m e  
sag e  e t  vaillant.^®® ^
A lth o u g h  L a  F o n ta in e  changes  a  few  d e ta i l s  of the  o r ig in a l ,  su ch  a s
th e  n a m e s  of th e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and  c u r t a i l s  so m e  of h is  m o d e l ' s  l e n g th y
d e s c r ip t i o n  of s c e n e s ,  he r e m a in s  r e m a r k a b ly  fa i th fu l  to  th e  m o d e l .
L ik e  B o c c a c c io ,  he  ends  up w ith a  w arm , t r ib u te  to  " A m o u r" :
. . . .  un ch em in  à  la  g lo i r e  
C 'e s t  l ' a m o u r .  On fa i t  tou t p o u r  se  v o i r  e s t im e :
E s t - i l  que lque  c h em in  p lu s  c o u r t  p o u r  ê t r e  a im é ?
Q ue l c h a r m e  de s 'o u ï r  lo u e r  p a r  une bouche
Q ui, m ê m e  san s  s 'o u v r i r ,  nous enchan te  e t  nous  to u ch e I
T h e  c y c le  is  th u s  com ple ted ; L a  F o n ta in e 's  f i r s t  s u c c e s s f u l  p o e m ,
A d o n is , i s  on love; it  i s  only n a tu r a l ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  th e  co n c lu d in g
c o m p o s i t io n  in  th is  g en re  should  be abou t lo v e .
B u t m o r e  th an  any th ing  e ls e  th a t  the  poe t e v e r  w r o te ,  t h e s e  
l a s t  p o e m s  la y  b a re  h is  own a t t i tu d e  to the  m y th o lo g ic a l  f i g u r e s  a n d  
gods of a n t iq u i ty  w hich w e re  p ro m in e n t  f e a tu r e s  of th e  c l a s s i c a l  
F r e n c h  l i t e r a t u r e .  A f te r  re a d in g  A don is  and  P s y c h é , P h i l é m o n  e t  
B a u c is  an d  L e s  F i l l e s  de M in ee , one is  no lo n g e r  le f t  in  an y  doubt 
a s  to  th e  s e n s e  in  which our poet u s e s  th e s e  f ig u r e s  of a n t iq u i ty .
H is  a t t i tu d e  to th e m  is  one of d e m y s t i f ic a t io n .  T h e  gods a r e  d e ­
th r o n e d  f r o m  t h e i r  O lym pian  c i ta d e l ,  d e p r iv e d  of t h e i r  d iv ine  c ro w n s ,  
an d  s u b je c te d  to  the  sam e  p a s s io n s ,  w e a k n e s s e s ,  f o l l i e s ,  v i c e s  a n d
107. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 383 -84 , 11. 469 - 478.
108. B o c c a c e ,  J .  Op. C i t . ,  (E d it.  A nto ine  le  M açon), P a r i s ,  1569,
pp. 299 - 308.
109. L a  F o n ta in e ,  - Op. C i t . , p. 386, 11. 536 - 540.
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v i r t u e s ,  in  f a c t  to the  s a m e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  a s  the  h u m a n s .  F o r  
e x a m p le ,  the  h e ro in e  of A d o n is , V enus h e r s e l f ,  i s  a t  one an d  th e  
s a m e  t im e  a p o w erfu l  goddess  and  the w e a k e s t  of f e m a le s ;  she  is  
n e i t h e r  e x e m p t  f r o m  fem in in e  j e a lo u s y  n o r  im m u n e  to d e s p a i r ;  h e r  
v e r y  im m o r t a l i t y  is  a  fo rm id a b le  and. in su rm o u n ta b le  o b s ta c le  s in c e  it  
p r e v e n t s  h e r  f r o m  s h a r in g  the  fa te  of o r  re jo in in g  h e r  b e lo v e d  A d o n is ,  
T he  Cupid  of P s y c h e  is  s een  to be  a s  v u ln e ra b le  to  a  d ro p  of ho t o il  
a s  an y  , m o r t a l  b e in g , and he  is  a l s o  su b jec t  to  d e p r e s s io n ,  d i s e a s e  
a n d  i l l n e s s .  In  P h i le m o n  et B a u c i s , J u p i t e r ,  the  k ing  of gods , is  
a l s o  h u m a n iz e d ,  f o r  he is  shown to  be both  fo r m id a b le  and  w eak , 
b o th  w ic k ed  and  g o o d -n a tu re d ,  s ly  and  s im p le  and  e n a m o u r e d  of v e n ­
g e a n c e .  In  th e  s a m e  way, B a c c h u s ,  the  re v e n g e fu l  god of l iq u o r ,  
who d e m o n s t r a t e s  h is  a n g e r  upon the  r e c a l c i t r a n t  s i s t e r s ,  i s  j n^ th e  
end  p o r t r a y e d  m o r e  a s  an  a r t fu l  t r i c k s t e r ,  who u s e s  h is  m a g ic  to  
p la y  s o m e  t r i c k s  on the  b y s ta n d e r s  th an  a s  a n  o m n ip o ten t  god. T h is  
t r e a t m e n t  of the  gods is  h a rd ly  s u r p r i s in g .  It w il l  be  r e c a l l e d  th a t  
L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  m a s t e r s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  E p i c u r u s ,  L u c r e t i u s ,  
A p u le iu s  and  B e r n i e r ,  not only  condemned b e l ie f  in  gods bu t d e n o u n ced  
th e  f e a r  of th e m  a s  g ro u n d le s s  an d  s tup id . A p u le iu s  sp e a k s  of gods 
and  m a k e s  th e m  speak  w ith  a l l  d e g r e e s  of m e a n n e s s .^ ^ ^  B e r n i e r  r e ­
g a r d s  b e l ie f  in  f a ta l i s m  o r  the  in te rv e n t io n  of the  gods in  h u m a n  a f ­
f a i r s  a s  th e  w o r s t  fo rm  of ig n o ra n c e  and  s u p e r s t i t io n  w hich  no t on ly  
m i l i t a t e  a g a in s t  the  fu ll  r e a l i z a t io n  of h a p p in e s s  b u t a l s o  t u r n  m e n  
a w ay  f r o m  th e i r  le g i t im a te  a s p i r a t i o n s .
In the  sev en teen th  c e n tu ry  the  in v o ca t io n  of the  d e i t i e s  of 
a n c ie n t  G r e e c e  and R om e w as  an im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t  of l i t e r a t u r e  an d  
th e  a r t s ,  and  not even  the o v e rw h e lm in g  in f lu en ce  of C h r i s t i a n i ty  
c o u ld  s top  th e  c l a s s i c a l  poe ts  f r o m  a llud ing  to  M a r s ,  C a s to r ,  Z e u s  
o r  J u p i t e r ,  Cupid , V enus, B acch u s  and . o th e r  d e i t i e s  of a n t iq u i ty .  
T h e s e  w e r e  put fo r w a rd  in  l i t e r a r y  w o rk s  a s  m o d e ls  f o r  m e n .  T h e  
l a t t e r  s aw  in  th e s e  gods and g o d d e s s e s  sy m b o ls  of b e a u ty ,  p o w e r ,  
v i r t u e ,  v ic e  and  of a l l  th a t  w as  en joyab le  on e a r t h .  T h i s  a t t i tu d e
110. A p u le e ,  O p. C i t . , t . I I ,  pp. ^2 - 9o.
111, B e r n i e r ,  F ,  Op. C i t . , t .  VII, pp . 1 119.
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l e d  in e v i ta b ly  to  a g ra d u a l  but e f fec t iv e  h u m a n iz a t io n ,  h u m il ia t io n  
a n d  in d e ed  v u lg a r iz a t io n  of the  d e i t i e s .  T h u s  am ong  the  " p r é c ie u x "  
an d  the  " p r e c i e u s e s "  of the epoch  m y th o lo g ic a l  f ig u r e s  b e c a m e  c o n ­
v e n t io n a l  sy m b o ls  o r  o rn a m e n ts  of a r t .  C o u r t ly  l a d ie s  d e c o r a te d  
t h e i r  m i r r o r s  w ith  the  im ag e  of the  g o d d ess  of b eau ty ,  Cupid b e c a m e  
th e  a c c e p te d  m e ta p h o r  fo r  love  in the  sam e  w ay  th a t  h is  m o th e r ,
V e n u s  r e p r e s e n t e d  b eau ty ,  and  M a r s  w a r .  N a tu ra l ly ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  
o b s e s s e d  w ith  the  id ea  of co n fo rm in g  to  the  ta s t e  of h is  epoch , w as  
no t in s e n s i t iv e  to  the  p o p u la r  conven tion . He a r t i s t i c a l l y  d e c o r a t e s  
h i s  w o r k s  w ith  m y th o lo g ic a l  f ig u r e s  w hich  a r e  so su b t ly  a n im a te d  and  
in c o r p o r a t e d  in to  th e  w o rk s  th a t  bo th  b e co m e  in s e p a r a b le  f r o m  e a c h  
o th e r .  T h e  r e a d e r  i s  th r i l l e d  w ith  the  love  a f f a i r  b e tw ee n  V en u s  and  
A d o n is ,  b e tw e e n  P s y c h e  and  Cupid; the  jo u rn e y  of V en u s  to C y jh e ra  
i s  no l e s s  th r i l l in g ;  the  god of w ine , B a c c h u s ,  is  no t le f t  out of th e  
show  a n d  th i s  i s  u n d e rs ta n d a b le  in the  w r i t in g s  of an  e p ic u r e a n  p o e t  
su ch  a s  L a  F o n ta in e .  Indeed  we a r e  m a d e  to  s h a r e  in  the  s o le m n  
c e l e b r a t i o n  in  h o n o u r  of th is  "p o w erfu l"  god a s  we fo llow  the  a c c o u n t  
of th e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  lead ing  to  th e  p u n ish m e n t  of the  d a u g h te r s  of 
M in y a s .
B u t u n d e rn e a th  a l l  th is  show of r e v e r e n c e  l i e s  o u r  p o e t ’s 
r id i c u le  an d  e p ic u r e a n  co n tem p t fo r  the  s o - c a l l e d  d e i t i e s .  T h e  h e ig h t  
of L a  F o n t a i n e 's  e p ic u r e a n  i r r e v e r e n c e  is  a t ta in e d  in  c e r t a i n  l in e s  of 
L e s  F i l l e s  de M in é e . One of the  s i s t e r s  sp ea k s  of th e  gods and  
g o d d e s s e s  a s  b e in g  too m a n y  to be a c c o m m o d a te d  on M ount O ly m p u s ;
. . . . Q u o i  donc I to u jo u r s  de d ieux  nouveaux!
L ’O ly m p e  ne peut p lus  c o n te n i r  ta n t  de t ê t e s ,
N i l ' a n  f o u r n i r  de jo u r s  a s s e z  po u r ta n t  de f ê t e s .
113
T h e  p o e t 's  in i t i a l  co m m e n t  about B acch u s  is  any th ing  bu t r e s p e c t f u l .
O ne c an  th u s  see  th a t  h is  a t t i tu d e  to  the  p a g a n  d e i t i e s  of a n ­
t iq u i ty  i s  i r o n i c a l .  He u s e s  th e m  a s  m e r e  l i t e r a r y  c o n v en tio n s  d e ­
m a n d e d  by  th e  t a s t e  of h is  a g e .  H is  r e a l  fe e l in g  abou t m y th o lo g ic a l  
f ig u r e s  c an  be  b e s t  d e s c r ib e d  in the  w o rd s  of M m e. O d e tte  de M o u r -
g u e s .  She w r i t e s  :      —----- ---------
112. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 382, 11. 12 - 14.
113. I b i d . ,  11. 15 - 21.
442
L 'a t t i tu d e  de L a  F o n ta in e  e n v e r s  la  m y th o lo g ie  e s t  
un peu  d if f é re n te  de c e l le  de R a c in e .  I l  s a i t  que 
F  u n iv e r s  m y tho log ique  n 'e s t  p lu s  q u 'une  co n v en tio n  
l i t t é r a i r e ,  qui (^ 'a i l leu rs  lu i  e s t  c h e r e .  Il se  p e r m e t  
d 'ê t r e  i ro n iq u e  a  son  e g a r d .^  s a n s  j a m a i s  to m b e r  
d an s  la  p a ro d ie  b u r le s q u e .
It is  in  th is  l ig h t  th a t  the  conclud ing  q u a t r a in  of L e s  F i l l e s  de M inée  
m u s t  be  v iew ed! ,
P r o f i t o n s ,  s ' i l  se peut, d 'u n  s i  fa m e u x  ex em p le ;
Chom m cuis: c 'e s t  f a i r e  a s s e z  . q u 'a l le r  de te m p le  en  te m p le  
R e n d r e  a  chaque I m m o r te l  l e s  voeux qu i lu i  son t dus:
L e s  j o u r s  donnes  aux d ieux  ne  son t j a m a i s  p e r d u s .
T h e  p oe t i s  e x t r e m e l y  i r o n i c a l  h e r e ,  and  the  i r o n y  i s  a c c e n tu a te d  b y
n Athe  d e n ig r a to r y  tone  of the  l in e s  in  w hich  B a c c h u s  i s  f i r s t  in t r o d u c e d .
T h e  im a g e  d e p ic te d  of the  god in  th e s e  opening  l in e s  n o t  only  c o n t r a s t s  
w ith  O v id 's  d e s c r ip t i o n  of the  s a m e  god bu t i s  h a r d ly  a  c r e d i t  to  a n y  
d e i ty .  T h e  i r o n i c a l  q u a t r a in  above c o v e r s  L a  F o n ta in e 's  d is d a in  f o r  
th e  c o u n t le s s  n u m b e r  of the  s o - c a l l e d  f e a s t  d ay s  d u r in g  w hich  m e n ,  in  
the  g u is e  of doing  h o n o u r to  the  gods, f ind  e x c u s e s  te» J u s t i f y  t h e i r  id le --  
n e s s ,  i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  v ice  and a l l  s o r t s  of d e b a u c h e ry .  It i s  im p o r t a n t ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  th a t  in  re a d in g  th e s e  p o e m s ,  the  r e a d e r  shou ld  d i s t in g u is h  
b e tw e e n  L a  F o n ta in e  the  c l a s s i c a l  poe t who in v o k es  th e  d e i t i e s  of a n ­
t iq u i ty ,  d e c o r a t e s  h is  v e r s e s  w ith  t h e i r  im a g e s  and  endow s th e m  w ith  
h u m a n  q u a l i t ie s  f o r  p u re ly  co n v en tio n a l  r e a s o n s ,  f r o m  L a  F o n ta in e  th e  
p r o v id e n t i a l i s t ,  the  e p ic u r e a n  "b o n h o m m e "  who b e l ie v e s  in  no o th e r  god 
bu t P r o v id e n c e .  F o r  the  poet, the  id e a  of m y th o lo g ic a l  gods i s  no m o r e  
th a n  th e  r e s u l t  of h u m an  im a g in a t io n ,  of m a n 's  m e ta p h y s ic a l  p r o je c t io n  
of h im s e l f  and  h i s  c a p a b i l i t i e s .
117C a r  J u p i t e r  e t L o u is ,  c 'e s t  le  m ê m e .
With P h i l e m o n  e t B a u c is  and  L e s  F i l l e s  de M inée  L a  F o n ta in ë s  
l i t e r a r y  i t i n e r a r y  c an  be s a id  to have  co m e  b a c k  to  the  s t a r t i n g  p o in t .
H is  in t e l l e c tu a l  p o w e rs  have  g row n  a long  w ith  h is  a r t i s t i c  s k i l l  a s  we 
w a tc h e d  h im  m o v e  f r o m  one a u th o r  to the  o th e r ,  f r o m  p o e t ry  to  p r o s e ,  
f r o m  p r o s e  to  m e d le y ;  he  h a s  a l s o  p a s s e d  f r o m  p u re  l i t e r a t u r e  to  
p h ilo so p h y , p h ilo so p h y  to s c ie n c e ,  s c ie n c e  to  h i s t o r y  an d  f r o m  h i s t o r y  
b a c k  to  l i t e r a t u r e .  T he  cyc le  is  c o m p le te d .  It on ly  r e m a i n s  now f o r  
h im  to  e s t a b l i s h  a  sy n th e s is  of h is  w isd o m  and  in te l l e c tu a l  m a t u r i t y .
T h is  he  d o es  in  the  tw e lfth  and  l a s t  Book of F a b le s .
114. M o u rg u e s ,  O de tte  de, O M u se , fuyan te  p ro ie ,  E s s a i  s u r  l a  p o e s ie  de 
la  F o n ta in e ,  P a r i s ,  ( Jo sé  C o r t i ) ,  1962, p. 36.
1T5. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  p. 386, 11. 559 -  562.
116. I b id . .  11. 1 5 -  25. m .  Ib î^ . ,  -
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3. T h e  L a s t  C o lle c t io n  of F a b le s ,  1693. '
In th e  ep ilogue  of the  second  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  L a  F o n ta in e  
g iv e s  th e  i m p r e s s i o n  of having  sa id  h is  l a s t  w o rd  on th a t  f o r m  of 
w r i t in g .  A f t e r  defin ing  h is  p io n e e r in g  ro le  in  the  g e n re ,  he e^q) r e s s e s  
th e  hope  th a t  fu tu r e  g e n e ra t io n s  of w r i t e r s  w ould  im p ro v e  upon  th e  i n ­
v e n t io n  w h ich  he h a s  m a d e  ;
Si m o n  oeuvre n 'e s t  p a s  un a s s e z  bon m o d è le .
J ' a i  du m o in s  o u v e r t  le  chem in : q
D 'a u t r e s  p o u r ro n t  y m e t t r e  une d e r n i e r e  m a in .
W h e th e r  a n  im p r o v e m e n t  h a s  a c tu a l ly  b e e n  m a d e  on th e  p o e t 's  w o rk  i s  
a n o th e r  question ;- in  fa c t  it is  doubtful th a t  th e  s ta n d a r d  h e  s e t  in  th e  
g e n re  of v e r s e  fab le  h a s  e v e r  b e en  e q u a l le d .  O u r  c o n c e rn  w ith  th i s  
ep ilo g u e  is  the  im p r e s s i o n  i t  c r e a te d  in  th e  m in d s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  T h ey  c e r t a in ly  took  h im  f o r  r e t i r e d  a t  l e a s t  f r o m
c o m p o s in g  f a b le s .  Indeed  an  in te r v a l  of m o r e  th a n  f i f te e n  y e a r s  
e la p s e d  b e f o r e  a  new  co l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  the  c ro w n in g  p ie c e  of h is
l i t e r a r y  e d i f ic e ,  w as  m ad e  pu b lic .  On the  1st of S e p te m b e r ,  1693, th e
poe t s u m m o n e d  h is  l a s t  r e s e r v e  of e n e r g y  and  p u b lish e d  in  one v o lu m e  
a l l  th e  fa b le s  w h ich  w e re  a l r e a d y  c i r c u la t in g  in  m a n u s c r ip t .  T h e s e  
w e r e  pu t to g e th e r  w ith  a  n u m b e r  of fa b le s  w h ich  h ad  a l r e a d y  a p p e a r e d  
in  h i s  p re v io u s  p u b l ic a t io n s .  T he  fo llow ing  te n  f a b le s ,  f o r  e x a m p le ,  
w e re  p u b l is h e d  e a r l i e r  in  the  O u v ra g e s  de p r o s e  e t de p o e s ie  des : js ieu rs  
de M a u c ro ix  e t de L a  F o n ta in e  (l685):
L e  C o rb e au ,  e t  la  G a ze l le ,  la  ‘T o r tu e ,  e t  le  R a t  (XII, 15 ) ,  ^
L a  F o r e t  et le B û ch e ro n  (XII, 16)
L e  R e n a rd ,  le  Loup et le  C heval (XII, 17)
L e  R e n a rd ;  e t le s  P o u le ts  d 'Inde  (XII, 18)
L e  S inge (XII , 19)
L e  p h ilo sophe  Scythe (XII, 20)
L 'E le p h a n t  et le  Singe de J u p i t e r  (XII, 21)
Un F o u  et un Sage (XII, 22)
L e  R e n a r d  an g la is  (XII, 23)
D ap h n is  et A lc im a d u re
1 1 8 ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. Cit.  , F a b l e s , XI,  E p i logu e ,  11, 1 1 - 1 o.
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T h r e e  o th e r  fa b le s
L e s  C om pagnons d 'U ly s s e  (XII, 1)
L e s  deux C h ev re s  (XII, 4)
Du T h é s a u r i s e u r  e t du Singe (XII, 3) 
h a d  a l s o  a p p e a r e d  in  the  M e r c u r e  g a lan t of D e c e m b e r ,  1690, F e b ­
r u a r y  1691 and  M a rc h  1691 re s p e c t iv e ly ,  w hile  L e  Ju g e  a r b i t r e ,  
I 'H p s p i ta l i e r ,  e t  le  S o l i ta i r e  (XII, 24) w as  f i r s t  p u b l ish e d  in  P . B o u -  
h o u r s '  R e c u e i l  de v e r s  c h o is is  in  1693. It c an  be  s e e n  f r o m  th i s  
th a t  the  l a s t  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  c o n ta in s  l i t t l e  th a t  w as  new  a t  the  
t im e  i t  w a s  p u b l ish e d .  It is  m o r e  of a  s e le c te d  l i s t  of old f a b le s  
w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  c o n s id e re d  su i ta b le  fo r  u s e  a s  a  s u m m a r y  of h is
m o r a l  p h i lo so p h y  by  r e a s o n  of t h e i r  co n c lu s iv e  to n e s ,
■ ' ■ ' ,
T h e  c o l le c t io n  is  d e d ic a te d  to  the  young due de B o u rg o g n e
who a p p a r e n t ly  c o m m is s io n e d  it and  in s p i r e d  som e of th e  fa b le s  h i m ­
se lf .
V ous  m 'a v e z  m ê m e  o rdonne  de c o n t in u e r ;  et s i  vous  
m e  p e r m e t t e z  de le  d i r e ,  i l  y a  d e s  s u je t s  dont je  
v o u s  s u is  re d e v a b le ,  e t ou vous av ez  je te  d e s  g r â c e s
qu i ont e te  a d m i r e è s  de to u t  le  m o n d e .
T he  fa b le s  a l lu d e d  to in th is  qu o ta t io n  a r e  L e  vieux C hat e t  l a  je u n e
S o u r is  (XII, 5) and  L e  Loup et le  R e n a r d  (XII, 9):
De v o t r e  e s p r i t ,  que nu l a u t r e  n 'e g a le .
P r i n c e ,  m a  m u s e  t ie n t  tou t e n t i e r  ce  p r o j e t .
V ous  m 'a v e z  donne le  su je t .
L e  d ia logue , et la  m o r a l e  (XII, 9)
A s  a  p ro d u c t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  m o r e  m a tu r e  y e a r s ,  th e  f a b le s  
of 1693  t e n d  to  be m o r e  p h ilo so p h ic a l  th a n  a r t i s t i c .  T h e  c o l le c t io n  .
h a s  n e i t h e r  an  " a v e r t i s s e m e n t "  n o r  a  " p r é f a c e " ,  and  th e  e p is t l e  d e d i ­
c a t in g  i t  to  M g r .  le  duc de B ourgogne  adds  v i r t u a l ly  n o th ing  new  to  
th e  th e o r y  of f a b le s .  T he fo rm u la t io n ,  d e m o n s t r a t io n  an d  d e fe n ce  of 
the  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  th e o r ie s  have  obv ious ly  b e e n  c o m p le te d  in  the  p r e ­
v ious  w o rk s ,  th u s  re n d e r in g  f u r t h e r  f o r e w o rd s  a n d  p r e f a c e s  u n n e c e s s a r y .  
H o w e v e r ,  th e  e p is t le  g ives som e in d ic a t io n  of w hat th e  new  c o l le c t io n  
is  in te n d e d  to  b e ,  n am ely ,  a s y n th e s is  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  f in a l  s t a t e ­
m e n t  on th e  c e n t r a l  th e m e  of h is  p h ilo sophy , h u m a n  n a tu r e .  T h e r e
is  a r e a f f i r m a t io n  of the  p o e t 's  a d m ir a t io n  f o r  Æ s o p ;  h e  ack n o w le d g e s  
h i s  in d e b te d n e s s  to the  r ic h  c o l le c t io n s  of the  G re e k  fa b u l i s t  a s  th e
m a in  s o u r c e  of the  d iv e r s i ty  of h is  own fa b le s ._______________ ________ _____
119. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p . 162. "A M o n se ig n e u r  T e  duc dé : •
B o u rg o g n e " .
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L e s  f a b le s  d 'E so p e  sont une a m p le  m a t i è r e  p o u r  
c e s  t a l e n t s .  E l l e s  e m b r a s s e n t  to u te s  s o r t e s  
d 'é v é n e m e n ts  et de c a r a c t è r e s .
T h e r e  i s  a r e d e f in i t io n  of the  fab le  a s
une m a n i è r e  d 'h i s to i r e  où on ne f la t te  p e r s o n n e
and  a  c o n f i r m a t io n  of the  ro le  of a n im a ls  a s
" ,  ^ , 122 L e s  p r é c e p te u r s  des  h o m m e s .
T h e  e x p e r ie n c e  of y e a r s  h a s  te n d ed  to  h a r d e n  r a t h e r  th a n  
so f te n  th e  p o e t 's  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd s  m a n .  The tone  of th e  f i r s t  fab le  
of th i s  c o l le c t io n ,  n am e ly .  L e s  C om pagnons d 'U ly s s e , l e a v e s  n o  one 
in  doubt ab o u t th e  p e s s im is m  of L a  F o n ta in e .  T h e  in g en io u s  p a r a l l e l  
b e tw e e n  m e n  an d  a n im a ls ,  w hich  s t r e t c h e s  th ro u g h  the  fa b le s  a s  w e l l  
a s  p e r m e a t e s  th e  e n t i r e ty  of the  p o e t 's  l i t e r a r y  w o rk s ,  h a s  now 
r e a c h e d  a  po in t w h e re  the  u n d isc ip l in ed ,  c r u e l  and  in s a t ia b le  d r e a t u r e ,  
m a n ,  i s  no lo n g e r  co n ten ted  w ith  m e r e l y  a d m ir in g  the  l ife  and  c o n ­
duc t of a n im a l s  v i s - a - v i s  h is  own d e b a s e d  n a tu r e ,  and  h a s  d e s c e n d e d  
to  th e  l e v e l  of p r e f e r r i n g  the  n a tu re  of a n im a ls  to  h is  own. T h e  i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l  c o n ten t  of th is  fab le ,  o u r  p o e t 's  l a s t  and  c e r t a in l y  the  m o s t  
d e v a s ta t in g  a t t a c k  on hu m an  b a s e n e s s ,  ow es so m e th in g  to  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
r e m i n i s c e n c e s  of H o m e r ,  ^ V irg i l ,   ^ H o r a c e ,   ^ and  O vid  . E a c h  
of t h e s e  a u th o r s  n a r r a t e s  in  a  m o r e  o r  l e s s  e la b o r a te  m a n n e r  th e  a d ­
v e n tu r e s  of U ly s s e s  and  h is  G re e k  w a r r i o r s .  V i r g i l ,  in  p a r t icu la r" ,  
e x p r e s s e s  the  e v i l  d isp o s i t io n  of the  e n c h a n t r e s s ,  C i r c e ,  in  v e r y  
b e a u t i fu l  v e r s e  :
120. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 162,
121. I b i d . ,  p.  162.
122. I b i d . ,  p .  162.
123. H o m è r e ,  O d y ss é e ,  T ex te  é ta b l i  e t  t r a d u i t  p a r  V ic to r  B é r a r d ,
P a r i s ,  (L es  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1933, t . I I ,  pp . 60 -  72 :
(X, 11. 135 - 399).
124. V i r g i l e ,  M . Œ u v r e s  c o m p lè te s  t r a d u i t e s  en v e r s  p a r  H ip p o ly te
. C o u rn o l ,  P a r i s ,  (Didot F r è r e s ) ,  I8 6 0 , t . I I I ,  pp . 1 - 2  
(VII, 11. 10 - 24).
12 5. H o r a c e ,  E p i t r e s .  T ex te  é tab l i  e t t r a d u i t  p a r  F r a n ç o i s  V i l le n e u v e ,  
P a r i s ,  (L es  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  1934, p . 4 6 ;  (I,. 11, 11.17-26)
12 6. O v ide , N . P . ,  Op. C it. , (édit. G. L a fay e ) ,  P a r i s ,  (L e s  B e l le s  
L e t t r e s ) ,  1930, t . I I I ,  pp. 99-100  : (XIV, 11. 251 -  o07).
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On r a s e  de C irc e  le s  b o rd s  in s id ie u x .
T o u jo u r s  r e t e n t i s s a n t s  de ch an ts  m é lo d ie u x .
L a  f i l le  du so le i l ,  dans  son p a la i s  sp len d id e .
E m b a u m é ,  ray o n n an t d 'u n e  c l a r t é  p e r f id e ,
A d 'in n o cen ts  t i s s u s  s em b le  o c c u p e r  s e s  m a in s .
E t  t ram e^  en son e s p r i t  de s i n i s t r e s  d e s s e i n s .
D e ja ,  p r è s  des  v a is s e a u x ,  s o u rd e m e n t  r e t e n t i s s e n t  
L e s  la m e n ta b le s  voix  d e s  l io n s  qui r u g i s s e n t .
D e s  o u r s ,  des  s a n g l i e r s  et des  loups  e n c h a în e s .
H o m m e s  ja d i s ,  au p iege e n iv ra n t  e n t r a î n e s ,  ^
E t  r é d u i t s  d é s o r m a is  au p lus  v i l  e s c la v a g e .
M o re  m o d e m  and  s u p p le m e n ta ry  to  o u r  p o e t 's  a n c ie n t  s o u r c e s  of in -
128 ^s p i r a t io n  a r e  B o i le a u 's  S a t i r e  s u r  l 'h o m m e  an d  F é n e lo n 's  U ly s s e
et G r i l lu s  w h ich  a p p e a re d  a s  the  s ix th  d ia lo g u e  of h is  f a m o u s  w o rk  e n t i t l e d
D ia lo g u e s  d e s  m o r t s , co m p o sed  f o r  the ed u ca t io n  of the  young due de 
129
B o u rg o g n e .  T h e r e  w as a lso  th e  i n t e r e s t i n g  fa b le  by  le  P .  B o u h o u r s ,
e n t i t le d  U ly s s e  et le s  S i r e n e s  w h ich  w as  one of th e  p ie c e s  of p o e t r y
130he p u b l is h e d  in  1893^, a s  the  R e c u e i l  de v e r s  c h o i s i s . A ll  th e s e
w o rk s  e x p r e s s  a  co m m o n  ph ilo so p h y  on m a n ,  n a m e ly ,  the  id e a  th a t  
h u m a n  n a tu r e  an d  conduct a r e  f a r  l e s s  e s t im a b le  th a n  th o s e  of th e  
lo w e r  a n im a l s ,  the  l a t t e r  be ing  su p p o sed  to  be  m o r e  c o u ra g e o u s ,  m o r e  
t e m p e r a t e  an d  p ru d e n t  than  m e n .  But th e  so le  des ire*  to  l a m e n t  th e  
w e a k n e s s  of m a n  does  not suffice  to  e x p la in  w hy L a  F o n ta in e  r e c a l l e d  
the  a n c ie n t  s t o r y  of U ly s se s  and  h is  w a r r i o r s  a t  th i s  t i m e .  T h e  fa b le  
a s  he  a d a p ts  i t  h a s  a  h i s to r i c a l  s e t t in g .  T h e  poe t in te n d e d  i t  to  b e  a  
p ie c e  of a d v ic e  on how to  conduct a  s u c c e s s f u l  m i l i t a r y  c a m p a ig n ,  th a t  
i s ,  a  l e s s o n  on b r a v e r y ,  co u rag e  and d e te r m in a t io n  f o r  th e  young  due 
de B o u rg o g n e  to  w hom  the fab le  was d e d ic a te d .  B e tw e e n  1688 an d  1690, 
L o u is  XIV w a s  c a r r y in g  on a d e v a s ta t in g  m i l i t a r y  c a m p a ig n  a lo n g  th e  
c o u n t r i e s  b o r d e r in g  the  R iv e r  R h ine  in  o r d e r  to  s t r e n g th e n  the  F r e n c h  
d e fen ce  l in e  a g a in s t  the  G e rm a n s .  T he  G r e a t  D auph in  w a s  c h a r g e d  
w ith  the  d if f icu l t  t a s k  of c ap tu r in g  the  G e rm a n  s t ro n g h o ld  of P h i l i p s -
b i i r g .  T h e  b a t t le  fo r  th is  c i ty  w as  f i e r c e  and  sa v a g e  bu t the  F r e n c h
127. V i r g i l e ,  M . , O p. C i t . ,  pp. 1 - 2 .
128. B o i le a u ,  D . N . O p . 'C i t . , PP* . (5â±l£Ë-.» Jv^IIf)  ^ _
129. F é n e lo n ,  D ia lo g u es  su r  l 'E lo q u e n c e ,  M é m o ire  s u r  les* o c c u p a t io n s
d e  l ' A c a , d é m i é  F r a n ç a i s e .  De l 'E d u c a t io n ,  d e s  f i l l e s .  R e c u e i l  
d e s  f a b le s  - O puscules d iv e r s .  D ialogues d e s  m o r t s ,  e d i t io n  
B a u s s e t ,  P a r i s ,  (G a rn ie r ) ,  pp. 356 -  361. *
130. B o u h o u rs ,  le  P . ,  R ec u e i l  de v e r s  c h o is i s ,  P a r i s ,  1693, p . 248.
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h e r o  and  h is  g a l lan t  t r o o p s ,  l ike  U ly s s e s  and  h is  G re e k  w a r r i o r s ,  
s u c c e e d e d  in  c a p tu r in g  the fo rm id a b le  f o r t r e s s  on 29 O c to b e r ,  1688. 
T h is  w as  q u ick ly  follow ed by the fa l l  of M an h e im  and F r a n k e n th a l  in  
N o v e m b e r  of th e  s a m e  y e a r .  By 1690, the  R h ine  f r o n t i e r  h ad  b e e n  
s e c u r e d .  B u t genuine  p eace  w as s t i l l  a  f a r  c ry ,  fo r  in s te a d  of w o r ­
k in g  to w a r d s  th is  by d isc ip l in ed  s e l f - c o n t r o l ,  the  v ic to r io u s  F r e n c h  
a r m y  of the  R h in e  t a r r i e d  fo r  m o r e  a d v e n tu r e s  cund e x c i te m e n t  in  
m u c h  the  s a m e  w ay  a s  U ly s se s  and  h is  w a r r i o r s  d id  a f te r  t h e i r  c o n ­
q u e s t  of T r o y .  T he  F r e n c h  c o m m a n d e r s  lo s t  v i r t u a l ly  a l l  c o n t ro l  
o v e r  t h e i r  m a r a u d in g  t ro o p s  who b e c a m e  i r r e s p o n s ib l e ,  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  
and  e a s y  p r e y  to  e n em y  a m b u sh e s  and  t r a p s .  T h is  s i tu a t io n  no doubt 
r e m in d e d  o u r  poet of the  a n c ien t  G re e k  h e r o e s  of T r o y .  T h e  l e s s o n  
he  w ish e d  to  co m m u n ic a te  to h is  r o y a l  f r i e n d  an d  m a s t e r  th ro u g h  this 
a n a lo g y  is  q u ite  c l e a r  ; m i l i t a r y  v a lo u r  is  im p o r ta n t ,  if  w a r s  a r e  to 
be won a t  a l l ,  bu t  m o r e  im p o r ta n t  s t i l l  is  the  d is c ip l in e  of th e  a r m y .  
A n  u n ru ly  a r m y  m a y  be ab le  to  c a p tu r e  and  d e s t r o y  c i t ie s  b u t  can  
n e v e r  w in  p e a c e .  A t b e s t ,  such  a n  a r m y  can  only  s u c c e e d  in  b r in g in g  
d i s r e p u te  an d  h a r m  to i t s e l f  and i t s  own n a tio n .  T he  c a s e  of the  
s o ld ie r s  of U ly s s e s  p ro v e s  th i s .
C o n su ltez  ces  d e r n i e r s  s u r  un fa i t  ou le s  G re c s  
Im p ru d e n ts  et peu c i r c o n s p e c t s .
S 'a b an d o n n è re n t  a  d e s  c h a r m e s  
Qui m é ta m o rp h o s a ie n t  en b ê te s  le s  h u m a in s .
It i s  s ig n if ic a n t  th a t  only the  l e a d e r ,  U ly s s e s  h im s e l f ,  e s c a p e s  the
d a n g e r  th a t  sw a llow s  up h is  u n d isc ip l in ed  c o m p an io n s .  L a  F o n ta in e
e m p h a s iz e s  th a t  the  le a d e r  e s c a p e s  b e c a u s e  he h a s  su f f ic ie n t  w isd o m
to  co m b in e  s h e e r  v a lo u r  w ith  d i s c r e t i o n  and c i r c u m s p e c t io n .
L e  seu l  U ly sse  en échappa ;
I l  su t se  d é f ie r  de la  l iq u e u r  t r a î t r e s s e .
C om m e i l  jo ig n a it  a  la  s a g e s s e  
L a  m in e  d 'u n  h é r o s  et le  doux e n t r e t i e n .  . . .
O ur fa b u l i s t  h a s  now e n la rg e d  h is  f ie ld  of know ledge  to  in c lu d e  m i l i ­
t a r y  id e a s .  But h is  a l lu s io n  to m i l i t a r y  m a t t e r s ,  th a t  i s ,  h is  s to ck  
of in fo r m a t io n  on w a r s  and b a t t le s  i s  n o t  th e  r e s u l t  of a  su d d en  in -
131. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. , p . 16^, F a b l e s , XII, 1, 11. 8 -  26.
132. I b id . ,  11. 4 1 - 4 4 .
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s p i ra t io n ;  it  i s  the  p ro d u c t  of a g ra d u a l  and  s te a d y  g ro w th .  It s t a r t e d
in  A don is  w hen  the  poet d e s c r ib e s  the  s t r a t e g i c  a t t a c k  on th e  f o r m id a b le
b o a r  w h ich  k i l l e d  the  hero;- then  i t  is  e la b o r a te d  in  the  C o m p a r a i s o n
d 'A le x a n d re ,  de C e s a r  et de MonsiéV le P r in c e  , w h e r e . lie a n a ly s e s
th e  e s s e n t i a l  q u a l i t ie s  of a  s u c c e s s fu l  m i l i t a r y  m a n  and  a t r u e  h e r o ;
and  r e a c h e s  the  p r e s e n t  s tage  in the  l a s t  B ook  of f a b le s  in w h ich  th e
.
poe t now  s in g le s  out the  two m o s t  im p o r ta n t  of th e s e  q u a l i t ie s  : i n t e l l i ­
gence  and  s e l f - d i s c ip l in e ,  fo r  g r e a t e r  and f in a l  e m p h a s i s .  T h a t  L a  
F o n ta in e  r e t u r n s  to  the  p ro b le m  of h u m a n  in d i s c r e t io n  a t  th is  s ta g e  is  
a  r e a f f i r m a t io n  of h is  in d ic tm en t of m a n .  T h is  e m p h a s i s  on th e  d o m i-  
n  a n c e  of in d is c ip l in e ,  fo lly , c ru e l ty  and  e r r o r  o v e r  m e n  s u g g e s ts  an  i n ­
te n s i f ic a t io n  of the  in i t ia l  p e s s im is m ,  about th e  h u m a n  c o n d it io n  w ith  
w h ich  the  p o e t  s t a r t e d  in the f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  M ature^ an d  
d is i l lu s io n e d ,  he  h a s  com e to  the  : :b it te r  bu t v a l id  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  m a n ,  
on a c c o u n t  of h i s  s h o r tc o m in g s ,  w il l  a lw ay s  be  a  w olf to  h is  fe l lo w  
m a n .
V 133
N e v o u s  ê te s - v o u s  pas  l ' u n  a  l ' a u t r e  des  lo u p s ?
B u t the  p o e t  d o es  not stop th e re ;  he goes on to  a f f i r m  th a t  a l l  th in g s  
"
c o n s id e r e d ,  m a n  is  even  w o rse  th a n  the  w olf : '
T o u t  b ie n  c o n s id é ré ,  je  te  so u t ie n s  en  so m m e  
Q ue , s c é l é r a t - p o u r  s c é l é r a t ,
Il  v au t  m ie u x  ê t r e  un loup - qu 'u n  h o m m e .
T h i s  i s  d o u b t le s s  th e  he igh t of a d en u n c ia t io n  f a r  m o r e  e x t r e m e  th a n
th e  p o s i t io n  ta k e n  by M ontaigne. L a  F o n ta in e 's  c o m m e n t  on h u m a n
n a tu r e  h e r e  r a i s e s  a  n u m b e r  of q u e s t io n s  : c an  m a n  h e lp  b e in g  o th e r  -
th a n  w hat he  i s  ? Is  he re s p o n s ib le  f o r  h is  n a tu r a l  in c l in a t io n  to
v ic e  and  fo l ly ?  If not, is  th e r e  any  ju s t i f i c a t io n  f o r  co n d em n in g  h im
f o r  obey ing  h i s  n a tu r a l  in s t in c t s ?  How f a r  h a s  L a  F o n ta in e  ta k e n
t h e s e  f a c t s  in to  c o n s id e ra t io n  b e fo re  h is  u t t e r  c o n d e m n a tio n  of m a n ?
Is  th e  p o e t  now renounc ing  h is  p ro v id e n t ia l i s t  an d  h u m a n is t  fa i th  a m id s t
m a n 's  a p p a r e n t ly  i r r e p a r a b l e  ev il d is p o s i t io n ?  I h e r e  is  no doubt th a t
a t  th i s  s tag e  h u m a n is t  o p t im ism  i s  s t ru g g l in g  w ith  u t t e r  p e s s i m i s m  f o r
the  p o s s e s s i o n  of h is  m in d .  He fe e ls  l ik e  chang ing  h i s  m in d  abou t
m e n  b e in g  e s s e n t i a l l y  d iabo lic  but th en  the  e v id en ce  of e x p e r ie n c e  to
th e  c o n t r a r y  i s  o v e rw h elm in g . M en have  an  id ea  of r ig h t  an d  w ro n g ,  '
133. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 16^, 1. 94. .
134. I b i d . ,  11. 95. - 97.
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bu t th e y  have  u s u a l ly  ta k en  the  ro a d  to  fo l ly  and  v ic e ;  th e y  a r e  c a p a b le  
of good bu t f in d  i t  e a s i e r  to do ev il .  T he  hope fo r  a  change  s e e m s  
s l im  an d  fo o l i s h .  H um an  n a tu re  canno t be  changed; it  i s  m a d e  l ik e  
th a t  and  w il l  a lw a y s  r e m a in  so :
I
P r e t e n d r e  a in s i  c h a n g e r  e s t  une i l lu s io n :
L ’on r e p r e n d  sa  p re m ie r^ ,  t r a c e  
A la  p r e m i e r e  o c c a s io n .
T h e  w o r ld  w il l  a lw ay s  be a scen e  of h u m a n  fo lly , c r u e l ty  and  s o c ia l
in ju s t ic e .  T h u s  th e  p ic tu re  one ge ts  of L a  F o n ta in e  a t  th is  s tag e  is
th a t  of a  d i s i l lu s io n e d  in te l le c tu a l  t o r n  b e tw een  opposing  te n d e n c ie s ,
th a t  i s ,  b e tw e e n  d o c t r in a l  o p p o s it io n  to  o p t im is m  and p ro v id e n t i a l i s t
h o p e .  He s e e m s  to  find  som e c o n so la t io n  in  the  le a l iz a t io n  of the
f a c t  th a t  if  th e  w eak  is  the  v ic t im  of the  v a n i ty  and  c a p r i c e s  of the
g r e a t ,  the  l a t t e r  is  in  tu r n  the  o b jec t  of the  r u s e  and  in t r ig u e s  of the
w eak; th i s  b a la n c e s  the  s i tu a t io n  of co n f l ic t  :
On ne  vo it  sous l e s  c ieux
N ul a n im a l ,  nu l ê t r e ,  aucune  c r e a t u r e ,
Qui n 'a i t  son  oppose; c ’e s t  T a  lo i  de la  n a tu r e .
F r o m  the  co n c lu s io n  th a t  a l l  h u m a n  r e la t io n s h ip  i s  b a s e d  on 
co n f l ic t in g  s e l f - i n t e r e s t s .  L a  F o n ta in e  goes  on to  r e v ie w  h is  d o c t r in e  
of e g o is m .  He h a s  a l r e a d y  a c c e p te d  th is  p a s s io n  a s  a  l e g i t im a te  
n a t u r a l  im p u l s e .  But being  an  a p o s t le  of m o d e ra t io n  in  e v e r y  a s p e c t  
of l i f e ,  he  now sounds  a s t ro n g  note  of w a rn in g  a g a in s t  the  te n d e n c y  
to  c a r r y  th i s  im p u ls e  to  e x c e s s .  P e r s o n a l  p r id e  and  e s t e e m  cou ld  
be  g r o s s l y  a b u s e d  and tu rn e d  aw ay  f r o m  th e i r  n a tu r a l  c o u r s e  in to  
e m p ty  a r r o g a n c e  and van ity .  T h u s  in  the  ep iso d e  of L 'E lé p h a n t  e t  l e 
S inge de Jupi t e r  the  poet d e m o n s t r a t e s  the  pa in fu l r e p e r c u s s i o n s  th a t  
in v a r ia b ly  fo llow  w h e n ev e r  le g i t im a te  s e l f - r e g a r d  is  r e p l a c e d  w ith  
a r r o g a n c e .
T h e  e x a c t  so u rc e  of th is  fab le  is  not c l e a r ly  know n. It  d o es  
no t f e a tu r e  in  th e  aesopic  c o l le c t io n s  u se d  by  L a  F o n ta in e  n o r  in  th e  
fa b le s  of P h a s d r u s .  We would be in c l in e d  to  b e l ie v e  th a t  the  i n s p i r a ­
t io n  f o r  th is  fa b le  c am e  f ro m  O r ie n ta l  s o u r c e s .  B u t no s in g le  a p o ­
logue e i t h e r  in  ^ s _ l i ^ A r e s  o r  in L e s  F a b le s  de_P_i3^al_
135. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Go. G i t . , p'. 167, - F a b l e s , XII, 9, 11. 62 -64 .
136. I b id . ,  p. 166, XII, 8, 11. 38 - 40.
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ma.t,cîi0 b witQ the e x ac t  ep iso d e  n a r r a t e d  by L a  F o n ta in e ,  ev en  a l lo w in g
(for any  m o d if ic a t io n s  w hich the  poet m a y  have  m a d e .  A m o r e  a u th e n ­
t ic  s o u rc e  of in f lu en ce  s e e m s  to be the  w o rk  e n t i t le d  H is to i r e  n a tu r e l l e  
p u b l ish e d  by  P l in y  the  E l d e r .  In th is  w o rk  P l in y  m a k e s  a  d e ta i le d  
d e s c r ip t i o n  of th e  c h a r a c t e r  of e le p h a n ts ,  and  s t r e s s e s  in  p a r t i c u l a r  
th e  a n i m a l ' s  v a in  d isp o s i t io n .  He a ls o  d e s c r ib e s  the  e n d le s s  w a r  b e t ­
w e en  the  d ra g o n  and  the r h in o c e ro s  on one s ide  and  b e tw ee n  the  r h i n o ­
c e r o s  and  the  e lep h a n t  on the  o th e r .  T he  r h in o c e r o s  i s  d e s c r ib e d  a s  
th e  •
sec o n d  e n n em i n a tu re l  de 1 'e lep h an t;  i l  a ig u is e
sa  c o r n e  c o n tre  le s  p i e r r e s '  e t  dans  le  d u e l  v is e
au  v e n t r e .
L a  F o n ta in e  r e p e a t s  th is  d e ta i l  in  h is  fab le  :
M on c o u s in  J u p i te r ,  d i t - i l ,  v e r r a  dans  peu  *
Un a s s e z  beau  com bat,  de son t rô n e  s u p rê m e :
T o u te  sa  c o u r  v e r r a  b e au  j e u . . . .
Q uo il vous  ne sav ez  pas  
Q ue le  R h in o c é ro s  m e  d isp u te  le  p as ;
Q u 'E le p h a n t id e  a  g u e r r e  av ecq u e  R h in o c e re ?
It i s  p o s s ib le  th a t  the  above is  a s a t i r i c a l  a l lu s io n  to  the  p e r p e tu a l  
r i v a l r i e s  am o n g  the  D ukes, C ounts  and P r i n c e s  of L o u is  X IV 's  r e a l m .  
G iven  the  s t r ik in g  s i m i l a r i t y  b e tw een  the  d e s c r ip t io n  of a n im a l  c h a r a c ­
t e r s  in  P l i n y 's  w o rk  and in  tha t  of L a  F o n ta in e ,  th e  p o s s ib i l i ty  can n o t 
be r u le d  out th a t  the  poet d re w  in s p i r a t io n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  fo r  the  t r a i t s  
of a n im a l  c h a r a c t e r  u sed  in th is  fab le ,  f r o m  H is to i r e  n a t u r e l l e . T h e  
r e s t  of th e  fab le  inc lud ing  the  " to u r s "  r e l a t i v e  to the  c h a s t i s e m e n t  
an d  h u m il ia t io n  of a r r o g a n c e  a s  w e ll  a s  the  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  c o n c lu s io n  
of the  fab le  a r e  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  own inven tion . It i s  u s u a l  f o r  h im  
to  im p r o v i s e  in  th is  m a n n e r  w h e n ev e r  he  w an ts  to  e x p r e s s  o r  e m p h a ­
s iz e  in  h i s  own w ay  an  im p o r ta n t  id ea  th a t  he h a s  v e r y  m u c h  a t  h e a r t .  
In th i s  p a r t i c u l a r  c a se ,  he is  r e la t in g  h is  p ro v id e n t i a l i s t  p h i lo so p h y  to  
the  n a t u r a l  law  of eg o ism  by  qualify ing  the  l a t t e r ' s  l i m i t s .  D iv ine  
P r o v id e n c e  a p p ro v e s  re a so n a b le  s e l f - lo v e  and  a l l  l e g i t im a te  a s p i r a t i o n  
o r  e f fo r t  to  b e t t e r  o n e 's  lo t,  but i t  is  v e h e m e n t ly  o p p o sed  to  id le  a r r o ­
g an ce  and  v a n i ty  su ch  a s  the  type m a n i f e s t e d  in  th e  sn o b b ish  a t t i tu d e  
of the  e le p h a n t .  E v e ry o n e  t r i e s  to push  hi n s e l "  to the top . Li e v e r y
137. P l in e ,  l 'A n c ie n ,  H is to i r e  N a tu re l l e ,  L iv reV III ,  T e x te  e tao i i ,  t r a ­
du it  e t c o m m e n t e  p a r  A . E rn o u t ,  P a r i s ,  (L e s  B e l l e S 'L e t c r e s ) ,  
1952, pp .  23 - 34 : ( 1 - 33); p. 48 : (XXIX, 71)
138 .  L a  F on ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 172, XII, 21,  11. 2 3 - 2 9 .
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o c c u p a t io n  and  ran k , one a lw ays  s t r i v e s  to a c q u i r e  so m e  s o r t  o f p r o ­
m in e n c e ,  a u th o r i ty ,  com m and , c o n s id e ra t io n ,  and__to e x ten d  o n e 's  •> 
p o w er  a s  f a r  a s  p o s s ib le .  A ll  th e se  a r e ,  fo r  o u r  poe t,  qu ite  l e g i t i -  
maL0 a s p i r a t i o n s .  But a t im e  co m es  when one is  p u sh ed  by  v a n i ty  
uo tnimc and  b eh av e  a s  if nobody e lse  e x is t s  o r  m a t t e r s  but o n e se l f .
T n is  i s  the  po in t w h e re  e g o ism  s t a r t s  to tu r n  in to  a  c r i m i n a l  im p u ls e ,  
w h e r e  " a m o u r  de so i"  b e c o m e s  " a m o u r - p r o p r e " .  T h i s  i s  e x a c t ly  th e  
s ta g e  a t  w h ich  th e  e lephan t of the  fab le  is  p la c e d  in  i t s  r i v a l r y  w ith  
th e  r h i n o c e r o s .  T h u s  "H is  M a je s ty  the  E le p h a n t"  canno t im a g in e  any  
o th e r  r e a s o n  f o r  the  v is i t  of J u p i t e r ' s  d e leg a te  to  the  w o r ld  if i t  i s  
no t f o r  th e  q u a r r e l  b e tw een  the  e lephan t and  the  r h in o c e r o s :
A u s s i tô t  1 'e lep h an t de c r o i r e
Q u 'e n  q u a l i té  d 'a m b a s s a d e u r
Il v e n a i t  t r o u v e r  Sa G ra n d e u r .  *
T o u t f i e r  de ce su je t  de g lo i re .
Il  a t te n d  m a î t r e  C ille ,  e t  le  t ro u v e  un peu le n t
A lu i  p r e s e n te r  sa  c r é a n c e .
T h e s e  l in e s  p o r t r a y  the  fee lin g  w hich P i e r r e  N ico le  d e s c r i b e s  a s  th e
m o s t  g e n e r a l  in c l in a t io n  in h e r in g  in  " a m o u r - p r o p r e "  w hose  so le  d e s i r e
140is  to  be e s t e e m e d ,  loved  and a d o re d  above a l l  e l s e .
M o st  h u m a n  b e in g s ,  l ike  the e lep h an t  in  th is  fa b le ,  w an t o th e r s  
to  s a t i s f y  a s  w e l l  a s  ju s t i fy  t h e i r  t h i r s t  f o r  d o m in a t io n  by  t r e a t i n g  
th e m  a s  g r e a t ,  p ow erfu l and d if f e re n t  f r o m  o th e r s ,  w h ile  a t  th e  s a m e  
t im e  in s i s t in g  th a t  ev ery o n e  e l s e  h u m il ia te  h im s e l f  b e fo re  th e m .  T h e  
in d if fe r e n c e  of th e  gods to the  q u a r re l^ w h ic h  "H is  M a je s ty  the  E le p h a n t"  
r e g a r d s  a s  the  g r e a t e s t  of i t s  k ind  on e a r th ,  p ro d u c e s  th e  c o n t r a s t  
th a t  s p e l l s  the  doom  and h u m il ia t io n  of a r r o g a n c e  and  e m p ty  v a n i ty .  
A c c o rd in g  to  J u p i t e r ' s  d e leg a te ,  the  new s of such  a  q u a r r e l ,  b e l ie v e d  
to  h av e  sh ak e n  the  foundation  of the  whole u n iv e r s e ,  h a s  n o t  ev en  
r e a c h e d  the  c o u r t  of h is  m a s t e r .
. . . .  l 'a t te n t io n
Q u 'i l  ( l 'E lép h a n t)  c ro y a i t  que le s  d ieux  e u s s e n t  à  sa  q u e r e l le
N 'a g i t a i t  p a s  e n c o r  chez eux c e t te  n o u v e lle .
Q u ' im p o r te  à ceux du f i r m a m e n t  
   Q u 'o n  ^ o it m ouche ou b ien  é lé p h a n t? _______________ _^_ _^_
139. L a  F on ta ine ,-  Qp, C i t . , p. 172, 11. 8 - 13.
140. N ic o le ,  P . ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. U 1  - 160.
141. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 172, F a b l e s , XII, 21, 11. 18 -  21.
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T h e  iminori.a.1 gods a r e  too b u sy  to tak e  no te  of the t r i f l e s  w h ich  the  
g r e a t  am o n g  m e n  c o n s id e r  a s  of m a jo r  im p o r ta n c e .  '
. . . .  On ne s 'e n t r e t i e n t  g u è re  142
De s e m b la b le s  su je ts  dans  nos  vasteS l a m b r i s .
T h e  a p p re h e n s io n ,  confusion , b i t t e r n e s s  and  m o r t i f i c a t i o n  c o n se q u e n t
upon the  h u m il ia t io n  of th is  fo rm  of p r id e  a r e  v iv id ly  r e p r e s e n t e d  in
the  e le p h a n t 's  s h o r t ,  b r i s k  and  fa in t r e a c t io n ,  c o n d en se d  in  one l in e
of v e r s e  :
. . . . E t  p a r m i  nous que v e n e z -v o u s  donc f a i r e  ?
L h is  q u e s t io n ,  in i t s  con tex t, t r a n s l a t e s  h u m il ia t io n  an d  f r u s t r a t i o n  
w h o se  e f fe c t s  a r e  h e ig h ten ed  by the  a p e 's  c r i s p  r e p ly  to  the  e ffe c t  th a t  
h i s  m i s s i o n  to  the  e a r th  is  sp e c i f ic a l ly  to
144P a r t a g e r  un b r a in  d 'h e r b e  e n t r e  q ue lques  f o u r m is ,
T h e  above  s ta t e m e n t  le a d s  L a  F o n ta in e  to  the  f in a l  r e a f f i r m a t io n  of 
h i s  p r o v id e n t i a l i s m  ; a l l  c r e a t u r e s ,  i r r e s p e c t i v e  of s iz e  and  r a n k  r e ­
c e i v e  due c a r e  and  a t ten tio n  f r o m  P ro v id e n c e .
N ous avons so in  de t o u t . . . . ^
L e s  p e t i t s  et l e s  g ra n d s  son t égaux  a l e u r s  yeux .
O u r  p o e t 's  s tan d  c o n t r a s t s  w ith the  a t t i tu d e  of th e  g r e a t  am ong  m e n .
T h e  l a t t e r ' s  p r id e  feed s  upon im a g in a r y  p e r f e c t io n s .  It canno t b e a r  
w hat d i s tu r b s  the  p ic tu re  which the  ego p a in ts  of i t s e l f ,  be i t  s c o r n ,  
in s u l t  o r  h u m il ia t io n .  On the  o th e r  hand, i t  p a s s io n a te ly  s e e k s  out 
and  c o l l a b o r a t e s  w ith  w h a te v e r  f l a t t e r s  and  a u g m e n ts  i t s  id ea  of i ts e lf :  
e s t e e m ,  p r a i s e  and  a d m ira t io n .  The u t i l i ty  of e s t e e m  l ie s  in  th e  c o n ­
f i r m a t io n  it c o n fe r s  upon s e l f - a p p ro v a l .  It is  l i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
th a t  m a n  c a r e s  m o r e  fo r  the a p p a re n t  m e r i t  w hich  the  e s t e e m  of o th e r s  
c o n fe r s  on h im  th an  fo r  the  r e a l  m e r i t  w hich d e s e r v e s  th is  e s t e e m .
T h e  r e a c t io n  of the  e lephan t to i t s  own h u m il ia t io n  i l l u s t r a t e s  the  fa c t  
th a t  m a n  d e s i r e s  so m uch  not to be su b m e rg e d  in to  o th e r s  th a t  he  
g oes  to  the  e x t r e m e  of d e sp is in g  th e m  in  o r d e r  to  a p p e a r  th e  g r e a t e r  
b y  t h e i r  a b a s e m e n t .  When he does not su cc e ed ,  he  i s  f i l le d  w ith  i m ­
p la c a b le  envy  and a l l  i t s  a t tendan t p a s s io n s .  T h u s  a l l  the  h u m a n  p a s ­
s io n s  d i s c u s s e d  d i r e c t ly  o r  in d i r e c t ly  by  tne  poet m e e t  in  th i s  fab le
^ q _ f i n d  t h e i r  c o m m o n  s o u r c e  i n  v a n i t y .   __________ ________________________ _L—
142. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 172, 11, 32 - oo .
143. I b id . ,  1. 35.
144. I b i d . , 1. 36.
145. I b i d . , 11. 37, 39.
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C h a m fo r t  s e e s  in  th is  p a r t i c u l a r  fab le  an  in d is p u ta b le  p ro o f  of 
th e  p o e t ' s  k now ledge  of hu m an  psycho logy , p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  p s y c h o ­
lo g y  of v a n i ty  in  a r r o g a n t  and s e l f ish  in d iv id a u ls .  H e w r i t e s  :
C e t te  fa b le  e s t  e x ce llen te ;  on la  c r o i r a i t  du bon te m p s  
de L a  F o n ta in e ,  'L a  v a n i té  de l 'E lé p h a n t ,  le  b e s o in  
q u ' i l  a  de p a r l e r  voyant que G ille  ne  lu i  d it m o t ,  l ' a i r  
de s a t i s f a c t io n  e t  d ' im p o r ta n c e  qui d ég u ise  m a l  son  
a m o u r - p r o p r e ,  le  ton  q u ' i l  p r e n d  e n 'p a r l a n t  du c o m b a t  
q u ' i l  v a  l i v r e r ,  e t  de sa  c a p i ta le ,  tou t c e la  e s t  p a r f a i t .
L a  r é p o n s e  du Singe ne l ' e s t  p a s  m o in s ,  e t  le  d én o u e ­
m e n t  'd u  b r i n  d 'h e r b e  a p a r t a g e r  e n t re  q u e lq u es  fo u r m is  
e s t  d igne  du r e s t e .
T he  m e r i t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  p o s i t io n  l ie s  in  h is  a b i l i ty  to  d is t in g u is h  
b e tw e e n  the  n e e d  fo r  a p p ro v a l  and  s e l f - a p p ro v a l . ,  A c c o rd in g ly  he 
c o n d em n s  th e  e lep h an t  fo r  see in g  only the  r e l a t io n  of s e l f - e s t e e m  to  
th e  n e e d  fo r  s e c u r i ty ,  but not th a t  of s e l f - r e s p e c t  to  m o r a l  c o n s c ie n c e .  
In th i s  s e n s e ,  o u r  p o e t 's  id e a s  co n s t i tu te  a  u se fu l  c o n tr ib u t io n  to  h u ­
m a n  p sy ch o lo g y .  He i s  th e r e f o r e  a  w o r th y  a n c e s to r  of the  e ig h te e n th - 
c e n tu r y  a n a ly s t s  of h um an  n a tu re  ; B e r n a r d  de M ande v i l le ,  A b b ad ie ,  
R o u s s e a u  an d  o th e r s .
It i s  no t only in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a t t i tu d e  to e g o is m  th a t  one 
n o t ic e s  a m o d if ic a t io n  a t  th is  s tag e .  T he  p o e fs -  p o l i t ic a l  th in k in g  too 
h a s  u n d e rg o n e  a change; h is  in i t ia l  e n th u s ia s m  f o r  the m o n a r c h y  h a s  
co o led  off. We have  seen  th a t  h is  m o n a r c h is t  s y m p a th ie s  in  the  f i r s t  
and  sec o n d  c o l le c t io n s  of fa b le s  w e re  b a s e d  upon h is  c o n cep tio n  of 
h u m a n  n a tu r e .  M en would not need  to  be g o v e rn e d  if th e y  w e r e  not 
in c l in ed  to  fo lly , w ick ed n ess  and  s e l f i s h n e s s .  B y im p l ic a t io n ,  th e  
f i r s t  and  f o r e m o s t  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of a l l  c o n s t i tu te d  a u th o r i ty ,  in c lu d in g  
the  m o n a rc h y ,  shou ld  be to develop  m e n 's  c a p a b i l i ty  to  r e s i s t  the  
e v i ls  th a t  b e s e t  the  w o rld ,  th a t  i s ,  to  h e lp  th e m  to  be good and  h o n e s t  
m e n  an d  w o m en  by  showing th e m , th r o u g h  e x a m p le s  s e e n  in  the  l ife  
a n d  conduct of the  m o n a rc h  h im self^  how to esc h e w  g r e e d  an d  e x c e s s ,  
h o w  to  c u lt iv a te  the  s p i r i t  of m o d e ra t io n  and f o r g iv e n e s s  r a t h e r  th a n  
of v in d ic t iv e n e s s  and r e p r e s s io n .
146.  C ham for t ,  S . ,  E lo g e  de La  Fonta ine ,  P a r i s ,  1774 ,  pp. 3 - 4 7 .
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C o m m e le s  D ieux sont bons; i l s  v eu len t  que l e s  R o is  
L e  so ien t  a u s s i  : c 'e s t  l ' in d u lg e n c e  
Q ui fa i t  le  p lus  beau  de l e u r s  d r o i t s .
N on le s  d o u c e u rs  de la  v en g ean ce .
T h is  r e f l e c t io n  is  b a s e d  upon in s p i r a t io n  d ra w n  f r o m  one of B o s  s u e t ' s
m e m o r i a l  s p e e c h e s .  The fab le  f r o m  w hich  the  above  l in e s  a r e  d ra w n ,
n a m e ly .  L e  M ilan , le R oi, , e t le  C h a s s e u r ,  a p p e a r e d  in  th e  M e r c u r e
g a la nt of M a r c h ,  1691, th u s  su g g es tin g  th a t  the  d a te  of i t s  c o m p o s i t io n
w as  b e tw e e n  1688 and  1690. P r i o r  to  th is  da te ,  B o s s u e t  d e l iv e r e d  on
M a r c h  10, 1687, a pow erfu l sp ee c h  d u r in g  a  m e m o r i a l  s e r v ic e  h e ld  in
h o n o u r  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  f o r m e r  f r ie n d  and p a tro n ,  the  p r in c e  de Conde
who d ied  in  1686. In  th is  p a th e t ic  a d d r e s s ,  'B o s s u e t  sp o t l ig h te d  the
s te r l in g  q u a l i t i e s  of the  dead  p r in c e ,  am ong  w hich  w e r e  h is  m i l i t a r y
v a lo u r ,  h i s  h o n e s t  and  g en tlem an ly  c h a r a c t e r  and, above a l l ,  h i s
r e a d i n e s s  to  fo rg iv e  and fo rg e t ,  aR  of w hich f o r m e d  th e  b a s i s  of h i s  
148p ie ty .  L a  F o n ta in e  w as p r e s e n t  a t  th is  c e r e m o n y  o r g a n is e d  in  m e ­
m o r y  of h is  b e n e f a c to r ,  and  i t  w as  to the  y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r  of th e  d e ­
c e a s e d ,  F r a n ç o i s -L o u is  de B ou rb o n , th a t  he d e d ic a te d  th e  f a b le .  T h u s  
r e c a l l i n g  th e  to u ch in g  t r i b u te s  w h ich  B o ss u e t  pa id  to  th e  m e x n o ry  of 
L o u is  de B o u rb o n , the  poet a d m o n is h e s  the  surv iv ing  p r in c e  to  e m u ­
la te  th e  good q u a l i t ie s  w hich have im m o r ta l i z e d  the  d e ad  b r o t h e r ' s  
n a m e .  G r e a t  so u ls ,  he says, a r e  r e m e m b e r e d  m o r e  b y  t h e i r  good 
w o rk s  th a n  by  s in g u la r  a c ts  of v en g ea n c e .  W hat m a k e s  a  h e r o  i s  no t 
t r a n s i t o r y  g lo ry  o r  v in d ic t iv e n e s s  but a  c o n s id e ra te  an d  fo rg iv in g  
n a tu r e  :
P r i n c e ,  c 'e s t  v o tre  a v is .  On s a i t  que le  c o u r r o u x  
S 'é te in t  en v o tre  c œ u r  s i tô t  q u 'o n  l 'y  vo it n a î t r e -  
A c h i l le ,  qui du s ien  ne put se  r e n d r e  m a î t r e .
F u t  p a r  la  m o in s  h é ro s  que vous .
Ce t i t r e  n 'a p p a r t i e n t  q u 'à  ceux  d 'e n t r e  l e s  h o m m e s  
Q ui, c o m m e  en l 'â g e  d 'o r  font cen t b ie n s  i c i - b a s .
P e u  de g r W s  sont nés  tels, en ce t âge  où n o u s  s o m m e s ;  
L 'u n i v e r s  l e u r  sa i t  g ré  du m a l  q u ' i l s  ne fon t p a s .
L o in  que vous su ivrez  c e s  e x e m p le s ,
M ille  a c te s  g é n é r e u x  vous p ro m e t te n t  d e s  t e m p le s .
147. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  pp. 167-68^ XII, 12, 11. 1 -  4.
148. B o s s u e t ,  O ra iso n s  h n e b r e s ,  (éd ition  A lf r e d  R é b e l l ia u ) ,  P a r i s ,
(H ach e tte ) ,  1922, pp. 491 - ' 558.
149. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 168, XII, 12, 11. 5 - 1 4
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T h e  tone  of th i s  e x h o r ta t io n  su g g e s ts  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  m a y  a l s o
h a v e  r e c a l l e d  h i s  r e a d in g s  in V irg i l  and  S en eca ,  fo r .  both a u th o r s
e m p h a s iz e  v i r t u e ,  c o u rag e  and g e n e r o s i ty  a s  the  e s s e n c e  of a good
and  h e r o i c  l i f e .  V i rg i l  jw ri te s  :
L a  v ie  h u m a in e  fuit , ra p id e ,  i r r e p a r a b l e ;
L a  v e r tu ,  le  c o u rag e ,  e t le s  faits- é c la ta n ts ,  '
V o ilà  ce  qui la  r e n d  d u r a b l e . 150-
A nd  S e n e ca ,  a s  i f  i n s p i r e d  by h is  c o u n try m a n  r e - e c h o e s :
T o u t ce  qui e s t  bon e s t  d é s i r a b le .
E t  c ' e s t  un g ra n d  avan tage  de m o u r i r  g lo r ie u x
E n  f a i s a n t  quelque a c t io n  v e r tu e u s e .
I n s p i r a t io n  d ra w n  f r o m  th e se  s o u r c e s  en ab led  o u r  p oe t to  p a s s  a  d i s ­
c r e e t  ju d g e m e n t  on L o u is  XIV. W hat the p oe t im p l ie s  in  the  s t r e s s  
he) lays on the  q u a li ty  o r  the  v i r tu e  of fo r g iv e n e s s  is  s im p ly  th a t  the
4
p r in c e  who p o s s e s s e s  th is  v i r tu e  i s ,  in  h is  opinion, a  g r e a t e r  so u l
th a n  th e  m o n a r c h  who has  d is t in g u ish ed  h im s e l f  by  h is  u n re le n t in g
v e n g e a n c e  and  a n im o s i ty  to w a rd s  th o se  he  d i s l ik e s .  T h u s  th e  F r e n c h
m o n a r c h ,  s y m b o l iz e d  in  A c h i l le s ,  p o s s e s s e s  a n eg a t iv e  q u a li ty ,  w hich
L a  F o n ta in e  d o es  not expec t .in h is  id e a l  k ing who shou ld  be a  lov ing
f a th e r  of a l l  h i s  su b je c ts .
" P o u r  m o i ,  qui s a is  co m m en t do ivent a g i r  l e s  r o i s .
J e  l e s  a f f ra n c h is  du s u p p l ic e ."
E t  la  c o u r  d 'a d m i r e r .  L e s  c o u r t i s a n s  r a v i s  
E lè v e n t  de t e l s  fa i ts ,  p a r  eux s i  m a l  su iv is :
B ie n  peu , m ê m e  des  r o i s ,  p r e n d r a ie n t  un t e l  m o d è le ;
E t  le  V e n e u r  l 'é c h a p p a  b e l le ,
C oupab le  seu le m e n t ,  ta n t  lu i  que l 'a n im a l ,
D ' i g n o r e r  le  d an g e r  d 'a p p r o c h e r  t ro p  du m a î t r e .
A s  a  m o n a r c h ,  L o u is  XIV w as  m o r e  f e a r e d  th an  he  w as  r e a l ly  loved 
by  h is  s u b je c t s .  T i l l  now, he has  n e i th e r  su c c e e d e d  in  be in g  an  i m ­
p a r t i a l  and  fo rg iv in g  fa th e r  of h is  people  n o r  shown an y  s ig n s  of h is  
r e a d i n e s s  to  do so in  fu tu re .  In fac t ,  r a t h e r  th an  im p ro v in g  the  p o ­
l i t i c a l  an d  s o c ia l  lo t of the  co m m o n  people , the  m o n a r c h y  h a s  h e lp e d  
to  m a k e  i t  w o r s e  by  the  e x e r c i s e  of a b so lu te  pow er th u s  c r e a t in g  
g r e a t e r  t u m u l t , v i o lence , m i s e ry  a nd d e s p a ir :____ _ ______________________
150. V i r g i l e ,  M . , Op. C i t . , t . I ll ,  p. 168,. (x j .  .
151. S e n e q u e ,  L . A . Op. C i t . , t .  I I ,  pp .  25-33 . ( L e u t r e  L X V I I ) .
152.  L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 168, X I I ,  12, 11. 65 -7 2 .
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C ' e s t  une époque tu m u ltu e u se ,  de v io le n c e  e t  de 
g u e r r e .  , . .'Ce ne sont q u 'in c e n d ie s ,  p e n d a iso n s ,  
p i l la g e s^  D ans l e s  œ u v r e s  l i t t é r a i r e s . . . .  le  gout 
de l 'a l le g o k ie ,  le s  so u v en ir s  an tiq u e s  e m o u s s e n t  
l ' e x p r e s s i o n  des a n g o is s e s ,  des  t e r r e u r s  m ê m e .
T o u te fo i s ,  l 'e c h o  des  g u e r r e s  se f a i t  e n te n d re  p r e s ­
que ch ez  t o u s . . . . L e s  p o e te s  s ' i n t é r e s s e n t  a me f lu c ­
tu a t io n s  de la  po litique , su iv en t  le s  e v e n e m e n ts ,  
s 'a p i to ie n t  s u r  le  s o r t  des  c a m p a g n e s  d e v a s te e s ,  
so u t ie n n e n t  t e l  p a r t i ,  s 'in d ig n en t  ou lo u en t .  . ; . 153
E v e n  in  the  fa c e  of th is  c ru sh in g  m i s e r y  and  d isa f fe c t io n , ,  th e  m a in  
p r in c ip le  of th e  K in g 's  fo re ig n  p o licy  w as  w a r  and  c o n q u es t .  T h is  
p o l ic y  r a l l i e d  the  new L eague  of A u g sb o u rg  (1686) w h ich  u n i te d  the  
G e r m a n  E m p e r o r ,  the  k ings  of Spain  and  Sweden, the  r u l e r s  of 
H o lla n d  and  I ta ly  a g a in s t  F r a n c e .  In 1689 w hen W ill iam  of O ra n g e  
to o k  th e  E n g l i s h  th ro n e  f ro m  J a m e s  II, he took  E n g la n d  in to  th e  a n t i -  
F r e n c h  c o a l i t io n  and  the  odds b e c a m e  r e a l ly  h e av y  a g a in s t  F r a n c e .
Y et L o u is  XIV w ould  n e i th e r  change h is  p o licy  of a g g r e s s io n  n o r  s u r ­
r e n d e r  th e  la n d s  he annexed  in G e rm a n y ,  H o llan d  an d  o th e r  p a r t s  of
E u r o p e .  L u t  w ith  in c re a s in g  eco n o m ic  d i f f ic u l t ie s ,  h e a v ie r  l o s s e s  in  
m e n  an d  m a t e r i a l ,  m ounting  u n r e s t  and d is e n c h a n tm e n t  a t  th e  h o m e  
f ro n t ,
154L e  t o r r e n t  a  la  fin  dev ien t in s u rm o n ta b le .
T he  K ing  w as  c o m p e l led  to a c c e p t  the  T r e a t y  of R ysw yk . T h is  t r e a t y ,  
co n c lu d e d  in  1697, w as  d i s a s t r o u s  fo r  F r a n c e ,  f o r  she lo s t  n e a r l y  a l l  
h e r  t e r r i t o r i a l  c o n q u e s ts .  A lthough the  new p eace  t r e a t y  d e a l t  a  b ig  
blow  to  the  F r e n c h  p re s t ig e  and h e g em o n y  in  E u r o p e ,  L a  F o n ta in e ,  
p ro p h e t  of p e a c e  and m u tu a l  h a rm o n y ,  th in k s  th a t  no p r i c e  i s  too  
g r e a t  fo r  p e a c e .  T h is  w as h is  opinion on th e  t r e a t y  w hen it w as  f i r s t  
p ro p o s e d  to  F r a n c e  in 1689, but w as  r e j e c te d  by L o u is  XIV. L a  F o n ­
ta in e  v iew ed  th e  acc e p tan c e  of a p eace  a t th a t  t im e  a s  a  w is e  a n d  p r u ­
d en t s te p  to  ta k e .  A cco rd in g ly ,  he  c o m p o se d  a fab le  on the  su b je c t  
and  s u g g e s te d  th a t  the  King should  sue fo r  p e ace  f o r  s t r a t e g i c  r e a s o n s  
2.ud in  v iew  of the  p r e c a r io u s  scate of the  n a tio n  a t  th e  Lime, F o r  o u r
153. Kohn, R . ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 29.
154. L a  F o n t a i n e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 167, F  ab lets, XII, 10, 1 .14 .
457
p o e t ,  th e  c o u n t ry  n eed ed  som e r e s p i te  a t  a l l  c o s t .  A  s ta te  of e n d ­
l e s s  w a r  is  a s ta te  of h e ll ;  it pays  s o m e t im e s  to m a k e  so m e  t a c t i c a l  
c o n c e s s io n s  in  th e  i n t e r e s t  of d o m e s t ic  h a rm o n y  and  good f o r e ig n  r e ­
l a t io n s ,  He w r i t e s  : i
L e s  s a g e s ^ q ue lquefo is ,  a in s i  que I 'E c r e v i s s e ,
M a r c h e n t  a re c u lo n s ,  to u rn e n t  le  dos au  p o r t .
C 'e s t  l ' a r t  des  m a te lo ts  : c 'e s t  a u s s i  l ' a r t i f i c e  
De ceu x  qui, pou r c o u v r i r  quelque  p u is s a n t  e f fo r t .
E n v i s a g e n t  un point d i r e c te m e n t  c o n t r a i r e .
E t  font v e r s  ce l i e u - l a  c o u r i r  l e u r  a d v e r s a i r e .
M on s u je t  e s t  p e t i t ,  ce t  a c c e s s o i r e  e s t  g rand :
J e  p o u r r a i s  l 'a p p l iq u e r  a  c e r t a in  co n q u é ran t  
Q ui to u t  s e u l  d é c o n c e r te  une l igue  à  cen t t ê t e s .
In  s p i te  of .this p ru d e n t  w a rn in g ,  L o u is  XIV co n tin u ed  w ith  .his m i l i ­
ta n t  p o l ic y  u n ti l  l697 , when he w as f o r c e d  by c i rc u m .s ta n c e s  to  s ig n  
the  t r e a t y ,  th u s  tak in g  (now w ith  g r e a t e r  h u m ilia t io n )  the  a c t io n  s u g ­
g e s te d  by  o u r  poe t e igh t y e a r s  p re v io u s ly .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  d ip lo m a t ic  
s k i l l  in  th i s  fa b le  is  ev ident f r o m  the  w ay  he f l a t t e r s  L o u is  XIV by  
m a k in g  the  l a t t e r ' s  s u r r e n d e r  a p p e a r  a s  a  t a c t i c a l  w i th d ra w a l .  T h i s  
w a s  done to  m a k e  th in g s  e a s i e r  fo r  the  p roud  K ing . But in r e a l i t y  
the  poet k new  th a t  L ou is  XIV had w oefully  fa i le d  the  n a t io n .  A t the  
s a m e  t im e  the  i l lu s o r y  sp len d o u r  of the  ro y a l  c o u r t  an d  i ts  h o n o u r s ,  
w h ich  o u r  poe t h a s  a l l  a long r e g a r d e d  p a r t ly  w ith  envy , p a r t l y  w ith  
s c e p t i c i s m ,  now lo s t  a l l  i ts  c h a r m s  a s  f a r  a s  he w as  c o n c e rn e d .  T h e  
e n d le s s  in t r ig u e s ,  r i v a l r y  and c a b a ls  am ong  th o se  who f r e q u e n te d  th e  
C o u r t ,  th e  u n s ta b le  n a tu re  of the  fa v o u rs  g ra n te d  to th e m  f o r  d i s ­
c r e d i t in g  and  spy ing  upon each  o th e r ,  and  th e  s h a m e le s s  m a n n e r  in  
w hich  the  c o u r t Î 0 ^S : lo w e re d  th e i r  own .m oral in te g r i ty ,  s a c r i f i c e d  
t h e i r  p e r s o n a l  l i b e r ty  in exchange fo r  f lee t in g  fa v o u r s ,  h av e  a l l  c o m ­
b in e d  to  conv ince  a m a tu r e  L a  F o n ta in e  th a t  the  ro y a l  c o u r t  is  a 
p la c e  of h y p o c r is y ,  m u tu a l  d e c e i t  and  r e s t r i c t e d  f r e e d o m .  .
Ce n ' e s t  p a s  ce qu 'on  c ro i t  que d 'e n t r e r  ch ez  le s  D ieux:
C et h o n n eu r  a souvent de m o r t e l l e s  a n g o i s s e s .
R e d i s e u r s ,  e sp io n s ,  gens à l ' a i r  g ra c ie u x .
A u c œ u r  tou t d if fé ren t ,  s 'y  ren d e n t  o d ie u x ------
Il f a i l le  dans ces  l ieu x  
P o r t e r  h ab it  de deuc  p a r o i s s e s .
155. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . ,  p. 167, F a b i e s , XII, 10, 1.1 - 9.
156. I b id . ,  p. 167, XII, 11, 11. 25 - 30.
458
M a tu r i ty  t h e r e f o r e  b ro u g h t w ith it p o l i t ic a l  d is i l lu s io n m e n t  f o r  L a  
F onua ine . T he  e x c e s s e s  of the  m o n a rc h y ,  the  a v id i ty ,  h y p o c r i s y  and  
c o r ru p u io n  of the  C ourt  have  shaken  h is  co n fidence  in  th e  e f f ic ie n c y  
an d  in t e g r i t y  Oj. a b so lu te  m o n a rc h y  a s  a f o r m  of g o v e rn m e n t .  B u t 
he n e i th e r  r e v o l t s  openly  a g a in s t  c o n s t i tu te d  a u th o r i ty  n o r  a d v o c a te s  
v io ie n t  r e v o lu t io n s .  T h u s ,  even  though h is  f a s c in a t io n  w ith  an d  e n ­
th u s ia s m  fo r  th e  m o n a rc h y  have d im in ish e d ,  he  s t i l l  b e l i e v e s  th a t ,  a l l  
th in g s  c o n s id e re d ,  v io len t  p o l i t ic a l  re v o lu t io n s  a r e  no e ffec t iv e  s o lu ­
t io n  to  the  p ro b le m ;  such  re v o lu t io n s  m e r e l y  r e p la c e  one s e t  of " lo u p s "  
w itn  a n o th e r  m o r e  av id  of c o r ru p t io n  and  ty ra n n y  th a n  the  p re c e d in g  
one . T h is  op in ion  is  b a se d  upon p o l i t i c a l  in s p i r a t io n  d ra w n  f r o m  h is  
t r a d i t i o n a l  s o u r c e ,  th e  fa b le s  of Æ s o p .  One of th e  f a b le s  a t t r ib u te d
to  Æ s o p  o p p o ses  the  p ra c t ic e  of r e p la c in g  old  and  c o r r u p t  officials-)
*
who h av e  h a d  th e i r  s u r fe i t  of pub lic  fu n d s ,w i th  f r e s h  ones  who a r e  
m o r e  g re e d y ,  m o r e  c o r ru p t  and th e r e f o r e  m o r e  d a n g e ro u s  to  th e  c o m ­
m u n i ty .
E h  b ien i vous  de m ê m e ,  S a m ie n s ;  c e lu i - l à  ne vous 
f e r a  p lu s  de m a l;  c a r  il s ' e s t  e n r ic h i ;  m a i s ,  s i  vous  
le  co n d am n ez  a m o r t ,  i l  en  v ie n d ra  d 'a u t r e s ,  des  
p a u v re s  qui vous v o le ro n t  et d é p e n s e ro n t  l e s  d e n ie r s  
p u b l ic s .  ^57 .
T h e  s a m e  ep iso d e  is  quoted by  A r i s to t l e  in the  s e c o n d  Book of h i s
R h e t o r i c , w h e r e  he  d i s c u s s e s  the  e ffec t ive  m o d e s  of r h e t o r i c a l  p ro o f .
He q u o te s  Æ s o p  a s  h is  s o u rc e  :
" E s o p e ,  p a r la n t  devant le  peuple  de S a m o s ,  p o u r  un 
dém ag o g u e  a c c u se  d 'u n  c r im e  c a p i ta l ,  l e u r  co n ta  q u 'u n  
r e n a r d  t r a v e r s a n t  un fleuve  av a it  e te  e m p o r te  d an s  un 
t ro u ,  d 'o u  i l  ne pouvait s o r t i r  e t ou i l  s o u f f r i t  lo n g te m p s  
de n o m b r e u s e s  t iq u es  a t ta c h é e s  a  sa  peau ; un h é r i s s o n  
p a s s a n t  p a r  l à  fut p r i s  de p it ié  en  le  voyan t e t dui d e m a n d a  
s ' i l  d ev a i t  lu i o te r  s e s  t iques ;-  m a is  le  r e n a r d  ne  le  p e r m i t  
. po in t; l ' a u t r e  lu i  d em andan t pourquo i,  c e l l e s - c i ,  r e p o n d i t - i l , 
son t m a in te n a n t  g re v é e s  et ne m e  t i r e n t  p lu s  q u 'u n  peu  de 
sang ; m a i s ,  s i  tu m e  le s  o te s ,  i l  m 'e n  v ie n d r a  d 'a u t r e s  
a f f a m é e s ,  qui m e  b o iro n t  le  r e s t e  de m o n  s an g .
T h e r e  i s  no doubt th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  w ent f u r th e r  th a n  Æ s o p ' s  apologue
in  h is  s e a r c h  fo r  the  in s p i ra t io n  u se d  in th is  a r g u m e n t .  Indeed , the
157. N o v e le t ,  I s a a c  N ico las ,  M ythologia  Æ s o p ic a ,  P a r i s ,  JL610, p. 533.
158. A r i s to t e ,  R h é to r iq u e ,  T ex te  é tab l i  et t r a d u i t  p a r  M é d e r ic  D ufour,
P a r i s ,  ( L e s  B e l le s  L e t t r e s ) ,  I960, t.  II, p. 1393 (R h é to r iq u e ,  II, 
c h a p i t r e  20). .
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c o n c lu d in g  l in e s  of the  fab le  in w hich  the  a rg u m e n t  a p p e a r s  s u g g e s t  
th a t  the  poe t co m b in ed  Æ so p 's  apo logue w ith  the R h e to r i c  of 
A r i s t o t l e ,  f o r  he  w r i t e s  :
A r i s to t e  a p p liq u a it  ce t  apo logue aux  h o m m e s .
L e s  e x e m p le s  en sont c o m m u n s ,
S u r to u t  au pays ou nous  s o m m e s .
P l u s  t e l l e s  gens sont p le in s ,  m o in s  i l s  sont im p o r tu n s .
V is u a l iz in g  the  p a r a l l e l  be tw een  the  s i tu a t io n  in  a n c ie n t  S am o s  and  
tn e  one in  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu ry  F r a n c e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  n a tu r a l ly  p r e ­
s c r i b e s  w ha t h e  th in k s  is  a known r e m e d y  fo r  a  know n s o c ia l  i l l .
He i s  no t u n a w a re  of the  neg a tiv e  c h a r a c t e r  of h i s  p r e s c r i p t i o n  bu t  
it  w ould  a t  l e a s t  p re v e n t  an  e s c a la t io n  of the  s i tu a t io n  and  an y  p o l i ­
t i c a l  ch ange  th ro u g h  v io lence  and  b lo o d sh ed . T h u s ,  l ik e  h is  a n c ie n t  
m o d e l s ,  he  a d v is e s  :
*
L a i s s e - l e s ,  je  te  p r i e ,  a c h e v e r  l e u r  r e p a s .
C es  a n im a u x  sont sou ls ;  une t ro u p e  nouve lle
V ie n d r a i t  fo n d re  s u r  m o i ,  p lus  â p re  e t  p lu s  c r u e l l e .
N ous  ne t ro u v o n s  que t r o p  de m a n g e u r s  i c i - b a s :
C e u x - c i  sont c o u r t i s a n s ,  c e u x - là  sont m a g i s t r a t s .
I tn s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of our p o e t 's  in te l le c tu a l  d i s c u s s io n s  th a t  
p ro b le m s  a r e  se ld o m  c re a te d  w ithout su g g es t in g  so lu t io n s .  A c c o rd in g - ,  
ly ,  a g a in s t  the  tu m u lt ,  in t r ig u e s  and  u n e a s in e s s  of pub lic  g lo ry  he  o p ­
p o s e s  th e  p e a c e  and . s e r e n i ty  of so l i tu d e .  T h u s  in  L e  Ju g e  a r b i t r e  , 
l 'H o s p i t a l i e r ,  e t le  So li ta i r e ,  he g ives  h is  l a s t  w o rd  on th e  im p o r ta n c e  
of so l i tu d e ,  th e  p rofound so u rc e  of h is  poe tic  g e n iu s .  T h is  t im e ,  the  
poe t s e e m s  to  have  not only r e c a l l e d  the  a g e - lo n g  m a x im ,  "M an, know  
th y s e l f " ,  w h ich  h a s  d e scen d ed  f r o m  S o c ra te s  to M on ta ig n e ,  bu t  a l s o  
d raw n  in s p i r a t io n  m a in ly  f ro m  an  ep isode  t r a n s l a t e d  by  h is  J a n s e n i s t  
f r i e n d  an d  c o l la b o r a to r ,  A rn a u ld  d 'A n d il ly  in  th e  w o rk  e n t i t le d  L e s  
V ie s  d e s  S a in ts  P e r es  des d e s e r t s  e t de q u e lq u es  s a in t s ,  é c r i t e s  p a r  
l e s  P e r e s  de I'Ec^lise et a u t r e s  a n c ie n s  a u te u r s  e c c l é s i a s t iq u e s g r e c s  
e t l a t in s ,  t r a d u i t e s en f r a n ça is  p a r  M. A rn a u ld  d 'A n d i l l y . A r n a u l d ' s 
t r a n s l a t i o n  w as co m p le ted  and p u b lish ed  b e tw een  1647 an d  1653, and  w as  
r e - e d i t e d  in  1668. The ep isode  w hich  L a  F o n ta in e  a d a p ts  in  h is  fab le  
w as  o r ig in a l ly  in tended  to i l lu s t r a t e  the  id ea  th a t  the  calmnest> of
so li tu d e  e n a b l e s  p eo p ^ _ ^ _ ^ s c q y e r  J h e i r  ovui \ s ins  and  to  d o p en an ce_ _ ^
159. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C it. , p. 169, F a b l e s , XII, 13, 11. 27 - oO.
160. I b i d . ,  11. 22 - 26.
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fp r  t a e m .  In adap tin g  ta e  s to ry ,  the  poet m a k e s  the  id ea  of s in  
and  p e n an ce  s u b s e r v ie n t  to  p h ilo so p h ica l  in t e r p r e ta t io n .  H e b a s e s  
h is  a r g u m e n t  upon the opposition  be tw een  r e a l i s m  an d  id e a l i s m .  T h e  
" Ju g e  a r b i t r e " ,  tou ch ed  by the  g r in d in g  s lo w n e s s ,  c o r ru p t io n  and  in ­
e f f ic ie n c y  of the  le g a l  sy s te m ,  d e c id e s  to spend the  r e s t  of h is  l i fe  
in  t r y in g  to  r e f o r m  the s y s te m  :
L e  c o n c i l i a te u r  c ru t  q u 'i l  v ie n d ra i t  à bout
De g u é r i r  c e t te  fo lle  et d é te s ta b le  e n v i e .  ^61
T he  " H o s p i t a l i e r "  m o b i l iz e s  h is  r e s o u r c e s  in an  a l l  out w a r  a g a in s t
su f fe r in g  an d  d i s e a s e  the  co m p le te  e r a d ic a t io n  of w h ich  is  h is  l i f e ' s
a m b i t io n .  But su b jec te d  to ca lum ny , d e g ra d a t io n  an d  a l l  s o r t s  of
f r u s t r a t i o n  b y  the  v e r y  c o m m u n ity  he is  out to  s e r v e ,  h e  s u c c e e d s
no b e t t e r  in th i s  v e n tu re  than  h is  le g a l  c o u n te r p a r t  ;
C es  p la in te s  n 'e ta ie n t  r i e n  au  p r ix  de l ' e m b a r r a s  *
Ou se  t ro u v a  ré d u i t  l 'a p p o in te u r  de d é b a ts .
A u cu n  n 'é t a i t  c o n te n t .  . . .  ^62
O n ly  th e  " S o l i t a i r e " ,  who r e t i r e s  into  so li tude ,
. . . .  au s i le n ce  des  bo is
L a ,  so u s  d 'â p r e s  r o c h e r s ,  p r è s  d 'une  s o u rc e  p u re ,
> 1 h 3L ie u  r e s p e c te  des  v e n ts ,  ig n o re  du s o le i l .  . . . ,
f in d s  th e  p e a c e  of m in d  tha t  he n e e d s .  The e n t i r e  fab le  th u s  b e c o m e s  
p a r t  of the  M ac h ia v e l l ian  ph ilo sophy  of se lf -k n o w led g e  and  s e l f - p r e ­
s e r v a t io n .
A p p re n d re  a  se c o n n a î t r e  e s t  le  p r e m i e r  d e s  so in s  
Q u 'im p o s e  à  tous  m o r t e l s  la  M a je s té  s u p r ê m e .  ^^4
If you l iv e  am o n g  w olves, you have  e i th e r  to  b eh av e  l ik e  w o lv es  in  
o r d e r  to  su rv iv e  o r  rem o v e  y o u r s e l f  f r o m  th e i r  m i d s t .  A n id e a l i s t i c  
a p p ro a c h  is  doo m ed  to fa i lu re  in a  s i tu a t io n  w h e re  i t  i s  not a p p r e ­
c ia t e d .  T h u s  g iven  the c h a r a c t e r  of the  s o c ie ty  in  w hich  th e  t h r e e  
f r i e n d s  f in d  th e m s e lv e s ,  the  "Ju g e  a r b i t r e "  canno t im p ro v e  the  w o rk in g  
of the  law  n o r  can  the " H o sp i ta l ie r "  ob ta in  e n c o u rag in g  r e s u l t s  f r o m  
h is  h u m a n i t a r i a n  e f fo r t .  The only  pow er th e y  a l l  s h a r e  in  c o m m o n  
is  th a t  of ch o ice .  W h erea s  one cannot change th e  e s s e n t i a l  n a tu r e  of
161. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 173, F a b l e s , XII, 24, 11. 6 - 14.
162. I b id . ,  11. 15 - 33.
163. I b i d . ,  11. 34 - 36.
164. I b id . ,  11. 39 - 40.
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the  wolf, one can  choose  not to live  am ong  w o lves  bu t to  r e t i r e  to  
the  so l i tu d e  of the  " d e s e r t " .  V iew ed  in  th is  w ay , th is  fa b le  s ta n d s  
out in s p e c ia l  r e l i e f  a g a in s t  the  bu lk  of the  o th e r  f a b le s ,  a g a in s t
the  b a c k g ro u n d  of the  g r im  p ic tu re  of the  h u m an  co n d ition  p a in te d  by
1L a  F o n ta in e .  It is  the  c e n t r e  a ro u n d  w hich  a l l  o th e r  w o rk s  of th e
poe t r e v o lv e .  A f te r  showing m a n  how d e ce i t fu l ,  u n g ra te fu l ,  c r u e l
and  s tu p id  h u m a n  s o c ie ty  is ,  the  poet now di ows h im  how  b e s t  to
ad ap t  h im s e l f  to  the  s i tu a t io n .  He u rg e s  m a n  to  l e a r n  to  c o n te m p la te
h is  o w n ,n a tu r e  in  the  q u ie tn e s s  and  s e r e n i ty  of so l i tu d e ,  s y m b o l iz e d
in  th e  fab le  b y  the  m e ta p h o r  of " d e s e r t " .
P o u r  vous m ieu x  c o n te m p le r  d e m e u r e z  au  d é s e r t .  , . .
C e t te  le ço n  s e r a  l a  fin de c e s  o u v rag es :
P u i s s e - t - e l l e  ê t r e  u t i le  aux s iè c le s  a  v e n i r I  . , __ . / . . . , iobJ e  la  p ré s e n te  aux  r o i s ,  je  la  p ro p o s e  aux  s a g e s .
T h e  " Ju g e  a r b i t r e "  and  the  " H o s p i t a l ie r "  d e ce iv e  th e m s e lv e s  b y  fa i l in g  
to be a w a re  of t h e i r  own n e ed s  and to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e m s e lv e s ,  th a t  i s ,  
t h e i r  own n a tu r e  a s  m en . T he  " S o l i t a i r e "  in v i te s  th e m  n o t  to  die
in  th e  d e s e r t  n o r  to re p e n t  of t h e i r  s in s  n o r  to m o r t i f y  t h e m s e lv e s ,  
a s  i s  th e  c a s e  in  A rn a u ld  d 'A n d i l ly ’s w ork , but he in v i te s  th e m  to  
so li tu d e  so th a t  th ey  m a y  the m o r e  e a s i ly  u n d e r s ta n d  th e m s e lv e s  
th ro u g h  q u ie t  c o n tem p la tio n .  ^ h u s  the  idea  of h o l in e s s  i s  m a d e
s u b s e r v ie n t  to th a t  of w isd o m , while  d 'A n d i l ly 's  r e l ig io u s  o b je c t iv e  
i s  d iv e r t e d  to w a rd s  p h ilo so p h ica l  d e is m .  U nder i t s  a p p a r e n t  s u b m i s ­
s io n  to  the  e s ta b l i s h e d  C h ris t ian  o r thodoxy  of s e l f - m o r t i f i c a t io n ,  the  
fa b le  s in g s  L a  F o n ta in e 's  l a s t  c re d o  of e p ic u r e a n  v o lu p tu o u s n e s s ,  th a t  
i s ,  h i s  b e l ie f  th a t  if one is  to  live  w ell  and  h ap p ily ,  one m u s t  h av e  
m o m e n ts  of in n e r  t ra n q u i l l i ty  and s e l f - r e c o l l e c t io n  aw ay  f r o m  th e  d in  
a n d  b u s t le ,  f r o m  the r i v a l r i e s  and tu m u lts  of pub lic  l i f e .  S in ce  r e ­
l ig io n  s e e m s  to  do no m o r e  than  ph ilo sophy  to  m a k e  m a n  b e t t e r  and
h a p p ie r ,  l e t  m a n  look w ith in  h im s e lf  fo r  a h u m a n  code th a t  c a n  w o rk .  
L e t  h im  give h is  m ind  a chance  to s e t t le  in  i t s e l f .  R a t h e r  th a n  w a s te  
t im e  and  e f fo r t  in  t ry in g  to  define  o r  l im i t  God, m a n  w ould  do b e t t e r
to  define  h is  own l im ita t io n s  f i r s t ,  if  only to  l e a r n  how  d if f icu l t  i t  i s
165. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 173, F a b le s  , XII, 24, 11. 50 - 5o,
Cf. 11. 54 - 69.
166. I b id . ,  1 .38 .
167. I b id . ,  11. 39, 50.
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to  know  o n e se lf .  T he  only know ledge th a t  te a c h e s  m a n  how to  l iv e  
h a p p i ly  and  w e ll  i s  s e lf -k n o w led g e .
H e r e  aga in , the  in f luence  of S eneca  is  e v id en t .  In  th e  h u n ­
d r e d  and  te n th  l e t t e r  to L u c i l iu s ,  the  L a t in  m o r a l i s t  d e f in e s  the  c o n ­
d i t io n s  f o r  a  p e a c e fu l  and happy l i fe .
Si tu  e s  sag e ,  m e s u r e  p lu tô t to u te  c h o se  a ta  
co nd ition  d 'h o m m e:,  c o n t ra c te  en m e m e  te m p s  t e s  jo i e s  
e t t e s  c r a in t e s .  C ela  v au t  b ien  d 'e c o u r t e r  nos  
jo ie s  que d 'e c o u r t e r  nos  c r a i n t e s .  ^68
L a r l i e r  in  th e  s ix ty -e ig h th  e p is t le  he a d m o n ish e s  h i s  f r i e n d  say in g  :
C a c h e - to i  dans la  r e t r a i t e ,  m a i s  c o m m e n c e  p a r  
c a c h e r  t a  r e t r a i t e  e l l e - m ê m e :  a g i r  a in s i ,  c 'e s t  
s u iv r e ,  s inon  le s  c o n se i l s ,  du m o in s  l e s  e x e m p le s  
d e s  s to ïc ien s :  et p o u r ta n t ,  t e l s  sont a u s s i  . l e u r s  
c o n s e i l s ;  tu  en a u r a s  la  p re u v e  d è s  que tu  le  v o u d r a s .
N ous n 'a u to i i s o n s  pas  le  sage  a s 'o c c u p e r  d e s  a f f a i r e s  
p u b liq u es  de toute  façon , en tou t te m p s  et s an s  a r r ê t .  . 169
T h is  r e c a l l s  th e  e p is t le  which L a  F o n ta in e  a d d r e s s e d  to  F o u q u e t ,  a d ­
v is in g  h im  to  give h im s e l f  a  l i t t le  r e s p i t e  f r o m  in v o lv e m e n t  w ith  p u b ­
lic  d u t ie s  and  to  t a s t e  a l i t t le  of the  p l e a s u r e s  of so li tude  :
Bon DienI que l 'o n  e s t  m a lh e u re u x  
Quand on e s t  si g ran d  p e rso n n a g e l  
S e ig n e u r ,  vous ê te s  bon et sage .
E t  je  s e r a i s  t r o p  f a m i l i e r  
Si je  f a i s a i s  le c o n s e i l l e r .
A jo u i r  p o u r tan t  de v o u s -m ê m e  
V ous  a u r ie z  un p la i s i r  e x t rê m e :
R envoyez  donc en c e r t a in s  te m p s  
T o u s  le s  t r a i t e s ,  tous  l e s  t r a i t a n t s .
L e s  re q u ê te s ,  le s  o rd o n n an ces ,
L e  P a r le m e n t ,  e t le s  f in a n c e s .
L e  v a in  m u r m u r e  des  f ro n d e u r s .
M a is  p lus  que tou t, le s  d e m a n d e u rs .
L a  c o u r ,  la  paix , le  m a r ia g e .
E t  la  dépense  du voyage.
Q ui re n d  nos c o ff re s  é p u is é s .
E t  nos  g u e r r i e r s  le s  b r a s  c r o i s e s .
R envoyez , d i s - j e ,  ce tte  t ro u p e ,
Q u 'o n  né v it  j a m a is  s u r  la  c ro u p e  
Du m o n t où le s  s av a n te s  S œ u rs  
T ie n n e n t  boutique de d o u c e u r s .
168. S en eq u e ,  L . A . ,  Op. C it. , t .  III, p . 201, ( L e t t r e  CX).
169. Ib id . , p. 3 3 :  (L e t t r e  LXVIII).
170. L a  F o n ta in e ,  O p .C i t . ,  pp. 461-462: " A  M . le  S u r in te n d a n t" .
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H e r e  L a  F o n ta in e  is  not a sk in g  h is  p a t ro n  to ab andon  p ub lic  l ife  
a l to g e th e r ;  he  i s  s im p ly  inv iting  h im  to  know h im s e l f .  Knovdsdge 
of s e l f  r e v e a l s  o n e ’s t r u e  n a tu re ,  the  l im i ta t io n  of o n e ’s p o w e r  an d  
r e s o u r c e s ,  bu t i t  t a k e s  the r e t i r e m e n t  and  c a lm n e s s  of so l i tu d e  to  
a r r i v e  a t  th i s  know ledge. We thus  com e to  th e  p o e t ’s l a s t  w o rd  on 
the  c h e r i s h e d  th e m e  of so li tu d e , in i t ia te d  in L e  Songe de V a u x ,  
e l a b o r a t e d  in  L e  Songe d ’un H ab itan t  du M o g o l , an d  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in  
th e  C o m p a r a i s o n  d 'A lex a n d re ,  de C é s a r  et de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e .
T h e  l a s t  Book of fa b le s ,  a s  a  w o rk  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  d e c l in in g  
y e a r s ,  s e e m s  u neven  and, a s  a w hole , not a s  good a s  th e  sec o n d  
c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  But if the  l a s t  fa b le s  have  l i t t l e  a p p ro a c h in g  th e  
a r t i s t i c  b e a u ty  and  c h a r m  of L e s  A n im au x  m a la d e s  de l a  p e s te  (VII,
1) o r  L e  L io n  (XI, 1), fo r  e x am p le ,  th e y  s t i l l  r e t a i n  so m e th in g  of 
the  p o e t ’s e x q u is i te  a r t  of s to r y - t e l l in g .  W hile b e in g  l e s s  a r t i s t i c ,  
th e  l a s t  fa b le s  ga in  f ro m  the p o e t 's  g r e a t e r  m a tu r i t y .  T h e y  c a n  th u s  
be r e g a r d e d  a s  the  c ry s ta l l i z a t io n  and  s y n th e s is  of h is  p h ilo so p h y . 
T h e y  a r e  the  u l t im a te  end of h i s  long m e d i ta t iv e  jo u r n e y  f r o m  in fa n c y  
to  in te l le c tu a l  m a tu r i ty .  T he c r i t i c a l  e a r ly  s ta g e s  of u n c e r ta in ty  
an d  a p p r e h e n s io n  have  now le d  th ro u g h  a s e r i e s  of e x p e r i e n c e s  an d  
t r i a l s  to  a n  unflinch ing  confidence  in  the  know ledge of s e l f  a s  the  
b e g in n in g  of w isd o m . The poet could  h a r d ly  have  co n c lu d ed  h i s  long  
a n d  w ind ing  c a r e e r  on a  b e t t e r  note  and  we w ho lly  a g r e e  w ith  h im
w hen  he  a s k s  :
^  *1 7^ 1P a r  ou s a u r a i s - j e  m ie u x  f in i r
171.  L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. . 174-, ■ F a b l e s , XII, 24 ,  1 .6 9 .
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CONCLUSION
T h e  p r o c e s s  of in te l le c tu a l  evo lu tion  w hich  b ro u g h t  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  f r o m  th e  low ly  po s it io n  of a p ro v in c ia l  la d  in  s e a r c h  of e x c i t e ­
m e n t  and  a  c a r e e r ,  to  the  env iab le  p o s i t io n  of an  e p ic u r e a n  in t e l l e c ­
tu a l  an d  one of F r a n c e ' s  im m o r ta l  p o e ts ,  w as  the  p ro d u c t  of a  m u l t i ­
p l ic i ty  of f o r c e s  and  in f lu en ces  w hich  w e re  a t  one an d  the  s a m e  t im e  
l i t e r a r y ,  s o c ia l ,  r e l ig io u s ,  p o l i t ic a l ,  m o r a l ,  a e s th e t ic ,  s c ie n t i f ic  and- 
p h i lo s o p h ic a l .  T he  e a r l i e s t  of th e s e  in f lu en c es  w as  the  p o e t 's  f a m i ly  
b a c k g ro u n d  an d  childhood e x p e r ie n c e s ,  no tab ly , h i s  l i t e r a r y  t r a in in g  
a t  th e  C o lle g e  dS C h a tea u -T h ie r ry '^  and  a t the  O r a to r y .
L a  F o n ta in e 's  fa m ily  b e longed  to  the  p r o s p e r o u s  m i d d l é - c l a s s .  
H is  f a th e r ,  a  c u l tu r e d  public  fu n c t io n a ry  had  an  in s t in c t iv e  love  of 
p o e t r y  w h ich  he  p a s s e d  on to h is  son . The l a t t e r  w as  a l s o  s u r ro u n d e d  
by  n u m e r o u s  r e l a t i v e s ,  inc lud ing  P i e r r e  P i n t r e l , who a r o u s e d  an d  e n ­
c o u r a g e d  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in l i t e r a t u r e .  T hus  L a  F o n ta in e  had  the  in i t ia l  
a d v a n ta g e  of a  ch ildhood spent in a c u l tu re d  e n v iro n m e n t ,  an d  h is  p o s i ­
t io n  a s  th e  f i r s t  son  of an  en ligh tened , m i d d l e - c l a s s  c iv i l  s e r v a n t  a f ­
fo r d e d  h im  the chance  of hav ing  a good l i b e r a l  e d u ca t io n  in  one of th e  
b e s t  s c h o o ls  of the  t im e ,  n am e ly ,  the  C o llege  de C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y .
H e r e ,  young L a  F o n ta in e  w as  in t ro d u c e d  to  th e  s tudy  of th e  
h u m a n i t ie s  an d  r h e to r i c  which a f fo rd e d  h im  som e u s e fu l  t r a in in g  in  
c o r r e c t n e s s  of sp eech , e legance  and  e loquence  a s  w e l l  a s  in c u lc a te d  
in  h im  su ff ic ie n t  d is c e rn m e n t  and a b i l i ty  to un ite  p u r i t y  of t a s t e  w ith  
d e l ic a c y .  T h is  t r a in in g  w as co n tinued  a t  the  O r a t o r y  w h e re  th e  b u d ­
d ing  p o e t 's  know ledge  of r h e to r ic  w as  e n la r g e d  an d  w h e re  he  w a s  tau g h t  
the  t h e o r y  of fa b le s  a s  i l lu s t r a t iv e  d e v ic e s .  H is  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  e r u ­
d ite  p r i e s t s  k  L k  of the  O ra to ry ,  no tab ly^
D e s m a r e s ,  s t im u la te d  h is  i n t e r e s t  in  le a rn in g ,  d ev e lo p ed  h i s  im a g in a ­
t iv e  p o w e rs  an d  in s p i r e d  h im  w ith  a t a s t e  fo r  good p o e t ry .  In  ad d i t io n ,  
the  s e m i n a r y  e x p e r ie n c e  gave h im  a d e e p e r  in s ig h t  in to  the  w o rk in g  of 
th e  C a th o l ic  c h u rc h  thus  enab ling  h im  to a c q u i r e  a  v o lu m e  of know ledge  
ab o u t the  C h u rch , the  O r d e r s  and  re l ig io n  in  g e n e r a l  w h ich  he  s o m e ­
t i m e s  u s e s  s a t i r i c a l l y  and  even  l a s c iv io u s ly  in  h is  C o n te s  and  o th e r
w r i t i n g s .
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T h e  s u c c e s s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  e a r ly  e d u ca tio n  an d  s u b se q u e n t  
i n t e l l e c t u a l  g row th  owes so m eth in g  to  h is  n a tu r a l  d is p o s i t io n .  A p a r t  
f r o m  h is  h u m il i ty ,  a m ia b le  n a tu re ,  n o n ch a lan ce  and  f r a n k n e s s ,  a l l  of 
w h ich  c o n t r ib u te d  to  e n d e a r  h im  to  h is  c o n te m p o r a r i e s  and  w o u ld -b e  
h e l p e r s ,  th e  poe t w as  r ic h ly  endow ed w ith  th r e e  p r e c io u s  n a tu r a l  f a c u l ­
t i e s  a m o n g  o th e r s  w hich a r e  in d isp e n sa b le  to  h is  c a r e e r ,  n a m e ly ,  i m a ­
g in a tio n ,  s e n s i t iv i ty  and  o b se rv a t io n .  T h e s e  l in k ed  h im  w ith  the  w o r ld  
of p la n ts ,  a n im a ls  and  m y tho logy  f r o m  w h e re  he c o n s ta n t ly  d re w  i n ­
s p i r a t i o n  f o r  h i s  poe tic  w o rk s .  The t im e  spen t d re a m in g  w as  n e v e r  
l o s t .  H is  in te l l e c tu a l  d eve lopm en t i s  a  con tin u a l  in t e r p la y  of th e s e  
n a tu r a l  f a c u l t i e s  in r e a c t io n  to  the  f a c ts  and  p ro b le m s  of l i f e .  T h u s  
th e  r e a l i s m ,  the  s a t i r e ,  the  c ap t iv a t in g  h u m o u r  of the  C on tes  and  
F a b le s  a r e  th e  p ro d u c t  of a p a t ie n t  o b s e rv a t io n  of l i f e ,  c r y s ta lU z e d  
in  th e  m in d  of a  n a tu ra l ly  g ifted  poe t.
T he  p a t t e r n  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  e a r ly  t r a in in g  and  the  d i r e c t io n  
of h i s  i n t e r e s t  r e v e a l  th a t  b e fo re  he p lunged into the  m a i n s t r e a m  of 
th e  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  in te l le c tu a l  c u r r e n t ,  he had  f i r s t  of a l l  to  a c ­
q u i r e  the  s k i l l  of e x p re s s io n ,  i . e .  evolve a l i t e r a r y  s ty le  o r  an  e f f e c ­
t iv e  m e d iu m  of co m m u n ica tio n  th a t  w ould  su it  h is  e v e r  chang ing  m o o d  
a n d  p e r s o n a l i t y .  H is  in te l le c tu a l  evo lu tion  t h e r e f o r e  b e g an  w ith  h is  
l i t e r a r y  fo r m a t io n .  To th is  end, the  a s p i r in g  young w r i t e r  s p a r e d  h i m ­
s e l f  no e f fo r t  to  e x p lo re  a n c ien t  and m o d e rn  l i t e r a t u r e  in s e a r c h  of 
l i t e r a r y  m o d e ls ;  he d i l igen tly  t r i e d  out s e v e r a l  a u th o r s  and  g e n r e s  to  
d e te r m in e  th o s e  th a t  would be su itab le  fo r  h is  t e m p e r a m e n t  and  the  
t a s t e  of h is  epo ch . H is  e a r l i e s t  l i t e r a r y  in s p i r a t io n  c a m e  f r o m  L a t i n  
a u th o r s .  A  m a n  of e ru d it io n ,  a s e e k e r  of poe tic  e x c e l le n c e  an d  an  
e c l e c t i c .  L a  F o n ta in e  sam p led  a l l  s o r t s  of a u th o r s  an d  g e n re s  and , 
g u ided  by  a  s u r e  sen se  of a r t i s t i c  v a lu e s  o r  an  a w a r e n e s s  of h is  own 
n e e d s ,  he  ch o se  som e of the  g r e a t e s t  of th e s e  a u th o r s  fo r  c a r e f u l  
s tu d y  an d  d e l ib e r a te  im ita t io n .  O v id 's  m y th s ,  T e r e n c e ' s  c o m e d ie s ,  
V i r g i l ' s  m u s i c a l  v e r s e ,  H o r a c e 's  p r a c t i c a l  w isd o m  a n d  L u c r e t i u s '  
d e lig h t in  n a tu r e ,  a l l  th e se  s t im u la te d  in  the  poe t a  r e s p o n s e  w hich  he  
w a s  qu ick  to re c o g n iz e  and e a g e r  to  c u l t iv a te .  H o ra c e  s w it ty  e p ig r a m s  
o f f e re d  L a  F o n ta in e  the  m e a n s  fo r  m e d i ta t in g  and  e x p a t ia t in g  upon b a ­
s ic  m o r a l  p r o b le m s .  He found it e a s y  to  t r a n s l a t e  h i s  m o d e l ' s  l i t e r a r y
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an d  p h i lo so p h ic a l  a t t i tu d e  in to  the  fa c i le  l i f e - s ty l e  of h i s  own epoch , 
n o te d  f o r  i t s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  m e n ta l i ty  th a t  w as  c o m p la is a n t ,  m o r e  w o r ld ly  
w ise  th a n  s e r io u s ,  s u p e r f ic ia l  r a t h e r  th a n  p ro found . A bove a l l ,  he  
c u l t iv a te d  H o r a c e ' s  d i s c r im in a t in g  t a s t e ,  e t e r n a l ly  m o d e r n  s p i r i t ,  d e ­
l i c a c y  of s ty le  and  re f in e m e n t  of the  in te l le c t .  A r i s t o c r a t i c  e le g a n c e ,  
p e r f e c t io n  of s ty le  and  fo rm ,  h ig h - l e v e l  p ro s o d y  and r h e to r i c ,  th e s e  
a r e  th e  d is t in g u is h in g  f e a tu r e s  of the  L a t in  l i t e r a r y  a r t  w hich  c o n t r i ­
bu ted  im m e n s e ly  in  m ou ld ing  L a  F o n ta in e 's  own s ty l e . A dded  to  the  
a p p r e c ia t io n  of th e  pur e ly  l i t e r a r y  s k i l l  and  e x c e l le n c e  of the  L a t in  
m o d e ls  w e r e  th e  ju d g e m e n t  of t h e i r  vd. u e s  and  c u l tu re  an d  the  a c q u i s i ­
t io n  of t h e i r  id e a s  w hich  in f lu en ced  o u r  p o e t 's  m o r a l  c o n c lu s io n s .
T h u s  h is  e x te n s iv e  re a d in g  of th e  L a t in  p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  such  a s  L u c r e t i u s ,  
i n i t i a te d  h im  in to  the  id e a s  of E p ic u r u s  b e fo re  he e v e r  c am e  in  c o n ta c t  
w ith  the  a c tu a l  w o rk s  of the  g r e a t  G re e k  p h i lo so p h e r .
I t  w a s  in  P la to  th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  d is c o v e r e d  the. p h i lo s o p h e r - 
p oe t w h o se  e a sy -f lo w in g  d ia logue  and q u es t io n in g  s ty le  c h a r m e d  h im ,  
v/hile  the  de lig h tfu l  v e r s e s  of P in d a r  and  H o m e r ,  m o s t  of w hich  he 
r e a d  in  L a t in  t r a n s l a t i o n s ,  c o n s t i tu te d  a c o n s ta n t  s o u rc e  of i n s p i r a t io n  
to  h is  e f fo r t  to w r i te  m u s ic a l  p o e try .  T he  v is io n  of a n c ie n t  A th e n s  
an d  R o m e  a s  the  m e e t in g  g ro u n d s  of gods and h e r o e s  of a n t iq u i ty  and  
m y th o lo g y  o f fe re d  a  r i c h  and unfa il ing  s t im u lu s  to  h is  p o e tic  im ag ina - ,  
t io n .  H o m e r ,  in  p a r t i c u la r ,  and  n e a r e r  h o m e , M a lh e rb e ,  c o n t r ib u te d  
to b r in g  abou t the  p o lish ed  e loquence  an d  o r n a te n e s s  of the  C o n te s  and  
F a b le s  in  the  s a m e  w ay th a t  th e s e  two w o rk s  owe so m e th in g  of t h e i r  
m o r e  f a m i l i a r  a c c e n ts  to  M a ro t  and  th e i r  p re c io u s  o n e s  to  V o i tu r e .
T he  c u l t iv a t io n  of the  n a r r a t i v e  te ch n iq u es  of Ovid, B o c c a c c io ,  A r io s to  
and  R a b e la i s ,  and  to  a l e s s e r  ex ten t .  M a r g u e r i t e  de N a v a r r e  and  B o n a-  
v e n tu r e  des  P e r i e r s ,  r e s u l t e d  in L a  F o n ta in e 's  m a s t e r y  of th e  a r t  of 
f ic t io n  an d  a id ed  h i s  hand ling  of such  p ro b le m s  a s  p lo t t in g ,  p la u s ib i l i ty ,  
s u s p e n s e  and  s u r p r i s e .  The c o m e d ie s  of T e r e n c e  an d  M o l iè re  h e lp e d  
to  d ev e lo p  h is  co m ic  s ty le  and h is  sk ilfu l  u se  of d ia lo g u e , w hile  h is  
m o r a l  a t t i tu d e ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in  the f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  ow es a  
lo t  of i t s  p e s s i m i s m  and s c e p t ic i s m  to  h is  r e a d in g  of P l u t a r c h  and 
M o n ta ig n e .
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F a s c in a t e d  by  the  s ty le  and  id e a s  of th e s e  w r i t e r s ,  L a  F o n ­
ta in e  a im e d  a t a c o n c is e n e s s  and p u r i ty  of s ty le  u n e q u a l le d  in  F r e n c h  
l i t e r a t u r e ;  he a s p i r e d  to  give h is  w o rk  th ro u g h  a lo g ic a l  and  w e l l -  
d e s ig n e d  f in ish ,  the  c o n c e n tra te d  fo r c e  and  p ic tu re s q u e  p r e c i s i o n  w h ich  
d is t in g u is h  h i s  p o e t ry .  H is  evo lu tion  g ives  an  i m p r e s s i o n  of a w a n d e r ­
ing  s t a r ,  of a h e s i t a n t ,  c o n sc ie n t io u s  and  s o m e t im e s  f e l ic i to u s  e x ­
p lo r in g  of s i d e - t r a c k s ,  te ch n iq u es  and g e n r e s .  H is  s e a r c h  f o r  l i t e r a r y  
m o d e ls  w a s  a l i f e - lo n g  a c t iv i ty  an d  du rin g  th is  p e r io d  p r o s e  an d  p o e try ,  
l ig h t  an d  s e r io u s ,  and  so m e t im e s  m ix e d  g e n re s ,  fo l lo w ed  e ac h  o th e r  
w i th ' .c y c l ic a l  r e g u la r i ty .  The  p o e t 's  c o m p lex  s ty le ,  h is  c o m p le te  f r e e ­
dom  of e x p r e s s io n ,  h is  p e r s o n a l  confidence  and  d r a s t i c  r e v i s io n  of 
h i s  m o d e l s  w e re  a t ta in e d  a f t e r  long y e a r s  of p r a c t i c e ,  a p p r e n t i c e s h ip  
an d  e x p e r im e n ta t io n .  T hus  h is  s u c c e s s e s  and  f a i l u r e s  p ro d u c e d  a 
c u m u la t iv e  e ffec t  cu lm in a tin g  in h is  in te l le c tu a l  m a tu r i t y .
T he  e a r l i e s t  v is ib le  p ro d u c t  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  s e a r c h  fo r  l i t e r a r y  
m o d e l s  i s  L 'Eunuque, ad ap ted  f r o m  T e r e n c e ' s  co m ed y , th e  E u n u c h u s ,  
an d  p u b l is h e d  in 1654. T h is  m a r k e d  the  c o n c lu s io n  of the  f i r s t  te n  
y e a r s  of a p p re n t ic e s h ip  and in i t ia te d  the  poet in to  v a r io u s  a r t i s t i c  p r o b ­
l e m s  : th e  d i f f ic u l t ie s  of in te l l ig e n t  a d ap ta t io n ,  the  c r e a t io n  of i n t e r e s ­
t in g  s c e n e s  and  d ia logue , and the tech n iq u e  of c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n .  T he  
e f fo r t  to  r e s o lv e  th e s e  p e c u l ia r  p ro b le m s  not on ly  a f fo rd e d  L a  F o n ta in e  
t r a in in g  in  a d a p ta t io n  bu t a lso  in i t ia te d  h im  in to  the  a r t  of lo v e  p o e t ry .  
T h u s ,  a l th o u g h  L 'E unuque, th is  t r i a l  sho t, p a s s e d  a lm o s t  u n n o ticed ,  
i t  w as  a l r e a d y  a good s t a r t ,  fo r  it  co n ta in ed  the  g e r m s  of th e  p o e t 's  
fu tu r e  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t io n s .  A ll  th a t  he n e ed e d  at th i s  t im e  w a s  g r e a t e r  
s t im u la t io n  and  s e lf -c o n f id e n c e .  T h e s e  c am e  in th e  w ak e  of h i s  ep ic  
p o em , A d o n is .
T h e  l a t t e r  gave h im  v a lu ab le  p r a c t i c e  in the  C u ltiva tion  of the  
h e r o ic  g e n re .  If the  poet t r i e d  h is  hand  in th is  p a t t e r n  of w r i t in g ,  it 
w as  m a in ly  b e c a u s e  the  g re a t  l i t e r a r y  t r i u m v i r a t e ,  f o r m e d  by  C o n r a r t ,  
G o m bau ld  an d  P a t r u ,  e s te e m e d  ep ic  p o e try  m o r e  h ig h ly  th a n  the  o th e r  
g e n r e s .  T he  c l a s s i c a l  d o c tr in e ,  e la b o r a te d  about th is  t im e ,  h a d  a  
crreat im p a c t  on the  e a r ly  p a t te rn  fo llow ed  by  the  d e v e lo p m e n t  of L a  
F o n ta in e J s  c a r e e r ,  to  the  ex ten t th a t  even  w hen the  p o e t^ e m a n c ip a te d  
f r o m  the  r ig id i ty  of the  d o c tr in e ,  t r a i t s  of it  s t i l l  r a n  a in e d  w ith  h im .
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It  w a s  a t  the  t im e  of A don is  th a t  he a c q u i r e d  the  a r t  of c o n t ro l l in g  
the  sp e e d  of the  m o v e m e n t  of h is  s to ry ,  of su b o rd in a t in g  the  s u b s id i a r y  
to  the  e s s e n t i a l  th e m e  w ith in  the  s t r i c t e s t  e co n o m y  of h i s  r e s o u r c e s ,  
an d  of p o r t r a y in g  c h a r a c t e r s  a c c o rd in g  to  th e i r  t r u e  n a tu r e .  It w a s  
a l s o  a t  th i s  s tag e  th a t  he f a m i l i a r i z e d  h im s e l f  w ith  th o s e  f ig u r e s  and  
o r n a m e n ts  of r h e to r i c  upon w hich  the  g r e a t  r h e to r i c i a n s  of the  age  
b a s e d  t h e i r  ju d g e m e n t  of the  e x c e l le n c e  of the  p o e tic  la n g u a g e .  C o n ­
seq u e n tly ,  the  L a  F o n ta in e  th a t one m e e t s  in A donis  i s  a  m o r e  c o n f i ­
den t p o e t  th a n  the  a u th o r  of L ’E u n u q u e . A lthough  he  i s  s t i l l  f e e l in g  
h i s  w ay  in  s e a r c h  of a  p a t te rn ,  h e  is  now c o m p a r a t iv e ly  m o r e  e x -  
p e r i e n c e d ,  m o r e  f a m i l i a r  w ith  a n c ie n t  and  m o d e r n  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a n d  b e t ­
t e r  a b le  to  m a n ip u la te  h is  poe tic  d e v ic e s .  T he  m o s t  s ig n if ic a n t  c o n t r i ­
b u t io n  of A d o n is  to  the  p ro f e s s io n a l  d ev e lo p m en t of L a  F o n ta in e  i s  the  
t r a in in g  it  gave  the  poet in  the  a r t  of s to r y - te l l in g ,  invo lv ing  the  h u ­
m a n iz a t io n  of a n im a ls ,  p lan ts  and  in a n im a te  o b je c ts .  T h e  c a lm  a n d  in ­
t im a te  i n t e r c o u r s e  w ith  n a tu re  which he  d isp la y s  in  th is  w o rk  ow es 
so m e th in g  to  h is  e x p e r ie n c e s  a s  a f o r e s t  o f f ic e r  in  the  duchy  of 
C h a t e a u - T h i e r r y .  With the  m a s t e r y  of h is  l i t e r a r y  in s t r u m e n t s ,  th e  
poe t w a s  now ab le  to  in fuse  m o r e  s e r io u s  id e a s  about h u m a n  n a tu r e  
in to  h is  p o e t ry .  T h u s  in A d o n i s , the  m i r a c u lo u s  e le m e n t  i s  m a d e  s u b ­
s e r v i e n t  to  p h i lo so p h ic a l  m e d i ta t io n .  T he  in f lex ib le  la w s  of n a tu r e  a r e  
m a d e  to  fo llow  th e i r  n a tu r a l  c o u r s e ,  and  we a r e  c o n fro n te d  f o r  the  
f i r s t  t im e  w ith  the  r e a l i ty  of the  f r a g i le  n a tu re  of h u m a n  b e a u ty  an d  
the  b r e v i ty  of m o r t a l  l ife ,  thus  in i t ia t in g  the  th e m e  of d ea th  a n d  s u f ­
fe r in g  on w h ich  the  poet is  to  p h ilo so p h ize  at len g th  in  h i s  l a t e r  w o r k s .
T h e  p r e s e n ta t io n  of A donis  to  F o u q u e t  and  the  c o n se q u e n t  s e ­
c u r in g  of the  p o e tic  c o n t ra c t  m a r k e d  a tu rn in g  poin t in  the  h i s t o r y  of 
L a  F o n ta in e 's  l i t e r a r y  and  in te l le c tu a l  d ev e lo p m en t.  T he  poe t now  
tu r n e d  to w a rd s  ro m a n t ic  l i t e r a t u r e ,  fo llowing the  t a s t e  of th e  m i l i e u  
in  w hich  he now found h im s e l f .  T he  sp len d o u r  and  e le g a n c e  of V aux  
o p en ed  h i s  e y es  to  the  dem ands  of an  ari.si:ocratic pub lic  w hose  c o n ta c t  
in f lu en ce  e n la rg e d  h is  so c ia l  and  in te l le c tu a l  n o r i z o n . He c a s t  off 
a l l  p r e te n s io n s  to  pedantism ; the  poe tic  c o n t r a c t  en ab le d  h im  to  m a k e  
h i s  v e r s e  m o r e  f lex ib le ,  thus  fu rn ish in g  h im  w ith the  p o e t ic  s ty le  
w h ich  he  n e ed e d  fo r  the  C on tes  and  F a b l e s . A t the  s a m e  t im e .  L e  
Songe de V aux  , in  p a r t i c u la r ,  u s h e r e d  h im  in to  the  w o r ld  of im a g in a -
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t io n .  T h e  t r i p  to  L im o u s in  in  s e a r c h  of f a l le n  F o u q u e t ,  though  of 
s h o r t  d u ra t io n ,  a f fo rd e d  ou r  poet the  o p p o r tu n i ty  of o b s e r v in g  a t  a 
v e r y  c lo s e  ra n g e  the  m ov ing  p ic tu re  of m e n  and  th in g s  th u s  g iv ing  
h im  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  of th a t  r e a l i ty  w hose  b lend ing  w ith  f ic t io n  h e lp e d  
c r e a t e  th e  de l ig h tfu l  c h a r m  of the  f a b le s .  L a  F o n ta in e ’s s o c ia l  o u t ­
look  h a s  u n d e rg o n e  a change; h is  e x p e r ie n c e  of the  w o r ld  is  now 
g r e a t l y  e n r ic h e d ;  and  h is  l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s  have  b e e n  w e ll  r e h e a r s e d .
B ut h e  s t i l l  n eed ed  the  s t im u la t io n ,  the  p e r s o n a l  c h a llen g e  
f r o m  th e  c o m p e t i t iv e  m i l ie u  of P a r i s  to  d i s c o v e r  h is  fu l l  p o te n t i a l i t i e s .  
A s  th e  c u l tu r a l  and  in te l le c tu a l  c e n t r e  of E u r o p e ,  P a r i s  opened  up to  ' 
th e  a s p i r in g  poe t a  w onderfu l new  h o r iz o n .  H e r e  he  m e t  and  m a d e  
f r i e n d s  w ith  w e ll-k n o w n  p la y w r ig h ts ,  a r t i s t s  an d  i n t e l l e c t u a l s  w h o se  
in f lu en c e  in s p i r e d  h im . The f a c i l i t i e s  p ro v id e d  b y  th e  P a r i s i a n  m i l i e u  
u s h e r e d  the  c u r io u s  poet in to  the  w o r ld  of books  a n d  id e a s .  T h u s  i t  
took  th e  e le g a n c e ,  the  a r t ,  the  sp len d id  f lo w e r in g  of th e  F r e n c h  c u l ­
t u r e  of th a t  g r e a t  epoch a s  w e ll  a s  the  n a iv e ty ,  m a l i c e  an d  i ro n ic  w it ,  
n a t iv e  to  the  F r e n c h ,  to  fo rm  L a  F o n ta in e ’s in te l le c t .  H is  d e p a r tu r e  
f r o m  V aux  and  h i s  su bsequen t e x p o su re  to the  open w o r ld  of P a r i s  
m a r k  th e  end  of the  second  p e r io d  of a p p re n t ic e s h ip .  T h e  t im e  h a s  
now c o m e  to  c r e a t e  som eth ing  new  w ith  th e  id e a s  and  e x p e r ie n c e  he  
h a s  so f a r  a c c u m u la te d .
S im u ltan e o u s ly ,  L a  F o n ta in e  lau n ch ed  the  tw in  g e n r e s  of 
C o n tes  an d  N o u v e l le s .  A s a p re lu d e  to  th is ,  he  h a d  to  e s t a b l i s h  the  
th e o ry ,  th e  guiding p r in c ip le s  of the  new  c r e a t io n s ,  e x p la in  h i s  t e c h ­
n iq u e s  and  i l l u s t r a t e  th em  in  o r d e r  to  ju s t i fy  h is  c la im  to  h av in g  a c ­
tu a l ly  c r e a t e d  a new  p a t te rn  out of the  m o d e ls  p ro v id e d  by  A r io s to ,  
B o c c a c c io ,  M a r g u e r i te  de N a v a r r e ,  B o n av en tu re  d e s  P e r i e r s  and  
o th e r  s o u r c e s .  T h is  he did in the  qua s i - d r a m a t i c  p ie c e  of C ly m e n e .  
H e r e  th e  poe t,  by  an  ingen ious  v a r ia t io n  of the  s a m e  s u b je c t ,  e f fe c te d  
th ro u g h  a su b tle  m a n ip u la t io n  of s ty l i s t i c  p a t t e r n s ,  d e m o n s t r a t e d  th a t  
o r ig in a l i ty  i s  p o s s ib le  w ith in  im i ta t io n ,  th u s  de fend ing  h i s  h a n d lin g  of 
h i s  v a r io u s  m o d e ls  in the ta le s  and  fa b le s .  L a  F o n ta in e  now s tood 
on th e  t h r e s h o ld  of the  ta l e s  in v e r s e .  H e re  he p a u s e d  f o r  r e f le c t io n  
to  d e te r m in e  b e tw een  two p a t te rn s  of t a l e s ,  c o n s id e r  v a r io u s  t h e o r i e s ,  
d e fend  th e  l i t e r a r y  and  m o r a l  v a lu e s  of the  new  c r e a t io n ,  and  t e s t
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th e  r e a c t i o n  of h is  p ub lic .  With the  p r e f a c e s  of 1665 an d  1666, e s t a b ­
l i s h in g  th e  a e s th e t ic  and e th ic a l  th e o ry  of C on tes  , and  s t r e s s i n g  the
im p o r ta n c e  of p o e tic  l ib e r ty ,  su b o rd in a t io n  of f o r m  to  c o n ten t ,  an d
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o r ig in a l i ty  in  im i ta t io n ,  l ia  F o n ta in e  v i r t u a l l y  co n c lu d ed  th e  f o r m u la t io n  
of the  t h e o r y  of h is  new  g e n re ,  begun  in  C lym ene. T he  b r i l l i a n t  m a n ­
n e r  in  w h ich  he  p r e s e n t s  h is  p o in ts ,  the  o v e ra l l  m e r i t  an d  huge  s u c c e s s  
of the  f in i s h e d  p ro d u c t ,  the  ex ten t of h i s  r e s e a r c h  in to  the  w o rk s  of 
h i s  r e l e v a n t  m o d e ls ,  the  w eight of h is  a rg u m e n t  and  th e  lo g ic  of h i s  
r e a s o n ,  a l l  b e a r  t e s t im o n y  of h is  in te l le c tu a l  a d v a n c e m e n t .
B e s id e s ,  e n c o u rag e d  by  the  im p r o v e m e n t  in  h is  m e d iu m  of 
c o m m u n ic a t io n ,  th e  poet now took the  a u d ac io u s  s tep  of c o n v e r t in g  the  
b a r e ,  s e n s u a l  t a l e s  of h is  m o d e ls  in to  i n s t r u m e n ts  of p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
m e d i t a t io n  on lo v e ,  m a r r i a g e  and  h u m a n  r e la t io n s h ip s .  T h u s  b e n e a th  
th e  a p p e a r a n c e s  of l i c e n t io u s n e s s  and  f r iv o l i ty  h ide  so m e  u n iv e r s a l  
t r u t h s  w h ich  L a  F o n ta in e  w ish e s  to  c o m m u n ic a te  to  h i s  r e a d e r s .  T h e  
u r g e  to  lo v e  an d  to  have  sex u a l r e la t io n s  i s  a  l e g i t im a te  n a t u r a l  i m ­
p u lse  w hich  shou ld  n e i th e r  be m i s i n t e r p r e t e d  n o r  s t i f le d ,  f o r  th e  m o r e  
th i s  d e s i r e  is  s u p p r e s s e d  the g r e a t e r  g row s  the  u rg e  to  obey  n a tu r e .
In th is  s e n s e ,  the  ta l e s  co n s ti tu te  an  o b jec t iv e  a p p r a i s a l  of th e  f a c t s  
of n a tu r e  and  a p lea  th a t  i t s  le g i t im a te  im p u ls e s  shou ld  be  o b ey ed , p r o ­
v id e d  th a t  m o d e r a t io n  and  d i s c r e t io n  a r e  o b s e rv e d .  A l l  s e x u a l  r e l a t i o n ­
sh ip s  a r e  b a s e d  on conflic t ,  on an  in te r p la y  of d o u b le -e d g e d  in t r i g u e s ,  
cunn ing , h y p o c r i s y ,  p lo ts  and c o u n te rp lo ts  w hich , w hen  m i s c a r r i e d ,  
t u r n  in to  a  b o o m e ra n g .  The in c r e a s in g  d eba te  w hich  th e  t a l e s  s t i m u l a ­
t e d  in  l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l le c tu a l  c i r c l e s  e s ta b l i s h e d  L a  F o n ta in e ’s l i t e r a r y  
f a m e ,  an d  the  s k i l l ,  developed  thus  f a r ,  w as  dep lo y ed  in  the  c o m p o s i ­
t io n  of th e  F a b le s .
T h e  l a t t e r  too had  th e i r  own evo lu tion , b eg in n in g  w ith  s h o r t  
a n e c d o te s  d ra w n  f r o m  the  fo lk lo re  and  the  s a t i r e  o r  im i ta t e d  f r o m  
P h a e d ru s ,  Æ s o p  and o th e r  s o u rc e s ,  and  th en  b e c o m in g  r i c h e r ,  m o r e  
v a r i e d ,  in d ep en d en t and p e r s o n a l  in  co n cep tio n . A lth o u g h  th e  F a b le s  
r e m a in  s e e m in g ly  p a r a l l e l  to  the  C on tes  in  the  c o u r s e  of t h e i r  ev o lu tio n ,  
th e y  a r e  r e a l l y  c o m p le m e n ta ry  to  each  o th e r ,  fo rm in g  one s y s t e m a t i c  
a r t  of s to r y - t e l l i n g .  But w hile  the  t a l e s  i l l u s t r a t e  m a in ly  th e  th e o r y  
a n d  te ch n iq u e  of p u re  n a r r a t i v e ,  the  fa b le s  t r a n s c e n d  b ey o n d  th i s  o b ­
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j e c t iv e  to  s a t i s f y  d e e p e r  in te l le c tu a l  and  a e s th e t ic  n e e d s .  A f te r  
d ra in in g  the  r e s o u r c e s  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  a c c u m u la te d  w isd o m  and  e x ­
p e r i e n c e ,  th e  f a b le s  e n la rg e d  th e i r  scope  and  d ev e lo p ed  f r o m  th e  t r a ­
d i t io n a l  ap o lo g u e  to  in te l le c tu a l  p o e t ry ,  th u s  a ffo rd in g  th e  p o e t  a  s a f e r  
and  m o r e  e f fe c t iv e  m e d iu m  fo r  m e d i ta t in g  upon s o c ia l ,  p o l i t ic a l ,  m o r a l ,  
p h i lo s o p h ic a l  an d  o th e r  a s p e c t s  of l i f e .
T he  s o p h is t i c a te d  r e a l i s t  th a t  is  L a  F o n ta in e  is  qu ite  c o n s p ic ­
u o u s  in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s .  T he  poe t d e p ic t s  the  w o r ld  a s  
i t  i s ,  a n d  in  do ing  so, r e n d e r s  m o r e  s e r v i c e  to  h u m a n ity  th a n  if  he 
h a d  f l a t t e r e d  m a n 's  im a g in a tio n ,  h o p es  and  a s p i r a t i o n s .  R a t h e r  th a n  
do th a t ,  he  t e l l s  the  r e a d e r  f r a n k ly  th a t  no t a l l  h u m a n  e f fo r t  i s  r e c o m ­
p e n s e d  w ith  s u c c e s s ;  th a t  s o c ie ty  c o n s i s t s  of two b r o a d  c l a s s e s  of
peo p le  : the  "w o lv es"  o r  the  w icked  and  p o w erfu l  e g o is t s  on one h a n d
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and  th e  w eak  a n d  m i s e r a b l e  on the  o th e r .  L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  no i l lu s io n s  
about the  n a tu r e  of m a n  w hich  he f in d s  p e r m e a te d  w ith  e v i l .  He v ie w s  
h u m a n  h i s t o r y  a s  a  ca ta logue  of con tinuous  c r i m e s ,  w ith  su f fe r in g ,  p e r ­
s ec u t io n ,  ig n o ra n c e  and p re ju d ic e s  a s  i t s  c o n s ta n t  f e a t u r e s .  T h e s e  a r e  
a t t r i b u t e d  to  m a n 's  abuse  of the  n a tu r a l  law  of e g o ism ,  le ad in g  to  th e  
o p p r e s s io n  of th e  w eak  by the  s t ro n g  and the  f r e q u e n t  t r i u m p h  of i n i ­
q u ity  o v e r  j u s t i c e .  T hus  the  fa c t  of be in g  duped, ty r a n n iz e d  an d  e n ­
s la v e d  is  the  lo t  of th o se  who, la ck in g  the  n e c e s s a r y  p h y s ic a l  f o r c e  
to  de fen d  th e m s e lv e s ,  do not p o s s e s s  su ff ic ien t  w isd o m  an d  cunn ing  to  
e sc a p e  the  d a n g e r s  th a t  t h r e a te n  th e i r  l i b e r ty .
T h e  in te l le c tu a l  grow th  of L a  F o n ta in e  in  the  f a b le s  of 1668 
i s  b e t t e r  r e v e a le d  in  the  ingen ious  u se  he m a k e s  of the  ap o lo g u es  a s  
p o l i t ic a l  an d  p h i lo so p h ic a l  i n s t r u m e n ts .  F r o m  the  p o l i t ic a l  po in t of 
v iew , th e  p o e t  b e l ie v e s  in l ib e r ty ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  sp e c if ic  k in d s  of 
l i b e r ty ,  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  r ig h ts  : the  r ig h t  to  h a p p in e s s ,  p r o p e r ty ,  f r e e  
e x p r e s s io n  an d  ju s t i c e .  H ence he th re w  h is  lo t  on th e  s id e  of F o u q u e t  
and  a g a in s t  the  ty r a n n ic a l  m a c h in a t io n s  of C o lb e r t  and  h i s  s u p p o r t e r s  
d u r in g  th e  F o u q u e t  a f f a i r .  While a c c e p t in g  r e s p o n s ib le  m o n a r c h y  a s  
a su i ta b le  f o r m  of g o v e rn m en t,  he v ie w s  v in d ic t iv e  d e s p o t i s m  a s  an  
ab u se  of m o n a r c h y  ju s t  a s  a n a rc h y  is  a b e t r a y a l  of r e p u b l i c a n i s m .  
W h a te v e r  th e  f o r m  of g o v e rn m en t,  i t  canno t su rv iv e  u n le s s  th e  la w s  
a re  j u s t  and  e q u a l i ty  b e fo re  the  law  f i r m l y  e s ta b l i s h e d .  T o  th i s  end , 
the j u d i c i a r y  shou ld  be n e i th e r  v en a l  n o r  a r b i t r a r y .  L a  F o n ta in e  a d -
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v o c a te s  o b ed ien c e  to the  law  and  the  e s t a b l i s h e d  a u th o r i ty  f r o m  e v e r y  
m e m b e r  of the  body  p o li t ic ,  s in ce  th e  s u rv iv a l  of th e  w hole  body  d e ­
pends  on the  e x is te n c e  of the  h e ad .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  f a i lu r e  to  obey  the  
e s ta b l i s h e d  la w s  and  in s t i tu t io n s  shou ld  be p u n is h e d  no t s p o r a d ic a l ly  
o r  a r b i t r a r i l y  bu t re a so n a b ly  and  in  p ro p o r t io n  to the  g ra v i ty  of the  
o ffen ce .
A lth o u g h  L a  F o n ta in e  canno t be c l a s s i f i e d  a s  a  p h i lo s o p h e r  in 
the  p o p u la r  s e n s e  of the  w o rd ,  he  d o es  h av e  so m e  g e n e r a l  p h i lo s o p h i ­
c a l  t r a i t s  a t  e ac h  stage of h i s  in te l le c tu a l  d e v e lo p m en t .  T h e s e  t r a i t s  
a r e  c e n t r e d  a ro u n d  h is  e p ic u re a n  and  h u m a n is t  t e n d e n c ie s .  He i s  i n ­
t e r e s t e d  in  th e  a c t iv i t i e s  of the  m in d ,  c u r io u s  abou t th in g s ,  h ig h ly  c r i ­
t i c a l  of th e  id e a s  of o th e r s  and  s o m e t im e s  s c e p t i c a l  abou t h i s  own 
v ie w s .  A c c o rd in g ly ,  he  s p a r e s  no e f fo r t  to b e c o m e  acq u a in te d * w ith  th e  
long  l in e  of a n c ie n t  and c o n te m p o ra r y  p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  m o r a l i s t s  and  
f r e e - t h i n k e r s ,  ran g in g  f r o m  E p ic u r u s ,  L u c r e t iu s  an d  M onta igne  to  
G a s s e n d i ,  T h é o p h ile  de V iau , M a le b ra n c h e ,  S a in t - E v  re m o n d ,;  S p inoza  
and  L e ib n iz ,  w hose  influence  w as f e l t  in  s e v e n te e n th - c e n tu r y  F r a n c e .
L a  F o n ta in e  c o n s ta n t ly  co n su lted  th e i r  w o rk s  and d i s c u s s e d  w hat he 
c o n s id e r e d  to  be th e i r  ph ilosophy , b a la n c in g  the  th o u g h ts  of one a g a in s t  
th o s e  of a n o th e r  and  t r e a t in g  g r e a t  in te l le c tu a l  q u e s t io n s  w ith  s in c e r i t y ,  
e v en  i f  o f ten  s u p e r f ic ia l ly .  T h u s  in  the  D es  c a r t e s - G a s s e n d i  c o n t r o v e r s y  
o v e r  r e a s o n  and  the  s e n s e s ,  th e  poe t,  i n s p i r e d  by  th e  id e a s  of h is  
f r ien d .  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  and t r u e  to  h is  own te m p e r a m e n t ,  a d o p ted  
the  a to m is t i c  th e o r y  of know ledge f o r m u la t e d  by E p ic u r u s  and  d e v e lo p e d  
b y  th e  G a s s e n d i s t s ,  even  b e fo re  he c a m e  in  c o n ta c t  w ith  th e  w o r k s  of 
G a s s e n d i ,  He s t r e s s e s  the  l im i ta t io n  of h u m an  r e a s o n ,  w h ile  a c c e p t in g  
s e n s e  e x p e r ie n c e  a s  the  ga tew ay  of know ledge , bu t he  d o es  n o t deve lop  
the  id e a  fu l ly  u n t i l  in  the  fa b le s  of 1678.
L a  F o n ta in e  im b ib ed  th ro u g h  h is  a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  S a in t - E v r e m o n d  
a n d  o th e r  p le a  s u re - lo v in g  in te l le c tu a l s  of h is  t im e  the  e p ic u r e a n  t a s t e  
f o r  p l e a s u r e  w hich  p e r m e a te s  h is  l ife  and  l i t e r a r y  w o rk s .  A s  would 
be e x p e c te d ,  the m o s t  obvious m e s s a g e  of h is  w r i t in g s  i s  the  e x h o r t a - 
t io n  to  adop t the  p r in c ip le  of "v o lu p té " .  T h is  i s  a  w ay  of l i f e ,  no t so 
m u c h  expounded  in  w r i t in g  a s  it i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  and em b o d ie d  in  the  
d eed s  and  c h a r a c t e r  of the  poet h im s e l f .  T h e  s im p le  in ju n c t io n s  to  
good c h e e r  evo lve  v i r t u a l ly  in to  a p h ilo so p h y  w hose  m a in  f e a tu r e s  a r e
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p la in ly  e p ic u r e a n ,  s t r e s s i n g  the  v i r t u e s  of s e l f - m a s t e r y ,  in d i f f e r e n c e  
to  fo r tu i to u s  e v en ts  and  g e n e r o s i ty  to  o th e r s .  To th e s e  a r e  ad d ed  
th e  c u l t iv a t io n  of g a ie ty  and, above a l l ,  p eace  of m in d .  D ra w in g  
f u r t h e r  in s p i r a t i o n  f r o m  the  P lu t a r c h ia n  and  R a b e la i s ia n  h u m a n is m .
L a  F o n ta in e  i n t e g r a t e s  a l l  h u m a n  a c t iv i ty ,  b a s e  and  lo f ty  a l ik e ,  in to  
a  p o s i t iv e  a n a  b a la n c e d  h a rm o n y .  H is  d o c tr in e  of "v o lu p té "  r e p r e ­
s e n ts  a  jo y fu l  s a n i ty  of body, m in d  and  s p i r i t .
E q u a l ly  co n tro v e rs iaL  and  p ro m in e n t  in  the  p o e t 's  r e f l e c t io n s  
in the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s ,  i s  the  h y p o th e s is  a c c o r d in g  to  w h ich  
m a n 's  a c t io n s ,  s u c c e s s e s  and  f a i l u r e s ,  h i s  w il l  an d  e n t i r e  d e s t in y  a r e  
d e t e r m in e d  b y  th e  in fluence  of the  s t a r s  and  o th e r  c e l e s t i a l  b o d ie s .
L a  F o n ta in e ,  w h ile  ju s t ify in g  n a tu r a l  a s t r o lo g y  and  genu ine  s c ie n t i f ic  
r e s e a r c h ,  c a s ts  a n a th e m a  on ju d ic ia l  a s t r o lo g y  an d  a l l  u s e l e s s  m e t a ­
p h y s ic a l  s p e c u la t io n s .  He r e g a r d s  the  l a t t e r  a s  m e r e  ig n o ra n c e  an d  
s u p e r s t i t i o n  w h ich  u n d e rm in e s  the  h u m a n  e f fo r t  to  im p r o v e  the  lo t  
of m a n .
T h e  f i r s t  c o l lec t io n  of f a b le s  and  the  t r a n s i t i o n a l  c o m p o s i t io n .  
P s y c h e , m a r k  . the  cu lm in a t io n  of o v e r  t h i r t y  y e a r s '  w o rk  a n d  i n t e l ­
l e c tu a l  g ro w th  on the  p a r t  of a v e r s a t i l e  poet who d ev o ted  m o s t  of 
h is  l i fe  to  e x p e r im e n ta t io n  in  l i t e r a r y  s ty le s  and  id e a s .  I n te l l e c tu a l  
d e v e lo p m e n t  i s  a  cu m u la tiv e  p r o c e s s ;  th u s  w ithou t L a  F o n ta in e 's  s tu ­
d ie s  in  L a t in  p o e t ry ,  h is  co n tac t  w ith  th e  c u l tu r e s  of a n c ie n t  G r e e c e ,  
the  C h u rc h  and  the  P a r i s i a n  m i l ie u  of the  se v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y ,  w i th ­
out h i s  h o p e s  and  d isap p o in tm en ts  a t  V aux, h is  s ty l i s t i c  e x p e r im e r t  s 
in C ly m e n e  an d  h is  t a l e s  in v e r s e ,  the  f a b le s  of 1668 cou ld  n o t h a v e  
b e en  p o s s ib le .
T he  p u b lica t io n  of P s y c h e  w as  fo llow ed  b y  an  in te r lu d e  of 
s to ic  id e a l i s m  d u r in g  w hich the  p oe t s u r p r i s e d  h is  pu b lic  w ith  the  
a p p e a r a n c e  in  1673 of L e  P o e m e  de la  c a p t iv i té  de S a in t -M a le  , a 
p ious  p o em , in s p i r e d  by  the  J a n s e n i s t ,  A rn a u ld  d 'A n d il ly ,  a n d  b a s e d  
upon th e  C h r i s t i a n  th e m e  of m a r i t a l  c h a s t i ty .  H e re  the  in f lu en ce  of 
L a  F o n t a i n e 's  s tudy  a t the  O r a to r y  r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  once m o r e  in  the  
p o e t 's  b r i l l i a n t  d e m o n s t ra t io n  of h is  deep  know ledge  of doctrinal 
th e o lo g y .  B y c e le b ra t in g  the  t r iu m p h  of C h r i s t i a n  h e r o i s m  o v e r  th e  
p o w er  of s in , he  r e v e r s e s  the  s i tu a t io n  in A don is  w h e re  pag an
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h e r o i s m  is  c o n q u e re d  by  death , th u s  show ing the  p o s i t iv e  c h a r a c t e r  
of h is  in t e l l e c tu a l  evo lu tion . A t the  s a m e  t im e ,  he  p ay s  w hat i s  o b ­
v io u s ly  a  l ip  s e r v ic e  to C h r is t ia n  i d e a l i s m ,  a n  a c t  w hose  h ig h ly  s u p e r ­
f ic ia l  n a tu r e  w a s  s h o r t ly  b e t r a y e d  by  the  p u b l ic a t io n  in  1674 of the  
m o s t  l ic e n t io u s  of the  C o n te s , a t ta c k in g  the  c l e r g y  an d  o th e r  c h u rc h  
d ig n i t a r i e s  an d  in s t i tu t io n s .  With the  p u b l ic a t io n  of th e  f i r s t  c o l l e c ­
tion  of f a b le s .  P s y c h e  and the  p o em  of S a in t -M a le ,  L a  F o n ta in e  w as  
now h e ad in g  to w a rd s  in te l le c tu a l  m a tu r i t y .  B ut he s t i l l  n e e d e d  the  
s t im u la t io n ,  the  e n c o u ra g e m e n t  and  sy m p a th e t ic  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of M m e . 
de L a  S a b l i è r e ' s  G a s s e n d i s t - o r i e n ta te d  c i r c l e  to  r e a c h  h is  g oa l.
T h e  p o e t 's  in i t ia t io n  in to  th is  c i r c l e  cou ld  be  r e g a r d e d  a s  th e  
beg in n in g  of h i s  second  w o r ld ly  l i fe ,  the  f i r s t  be in g  th a t  of V aux .
M m e . de L a  S a b l ie r e  r e c e iv e d  h im  in to  h e r  d o m a in ,  p ro v id e d  h im  w ith  
s h e l t e r ,  p r o te c t io n  and  o th e r  e s s e n t i a l  n e e d s  f o r  th e  n ex t  tw e n ty  y e a r s  
of h is  c a r e e r .  H e r e ,  L a  F o n ta in e  found h im s e l f  a t  th e  v e r y  h e a r t  of 
g a s s e n d i s m  f o r  w hich  he  had  b e en  in te l le c tu a l ly  p r e p a r e d  th ro u g h  h i s  
a s s o c ia t i o n  w ith  S a in t -E v re m o n d .  G a th e re d  a ro u n d  M m e . de L a  S a b -
s.
H e re  w e r e  k in d r e d  s p i r i t s ,  such  a s  B e r n i e r ,  C hau l ieu , M en jo t ,  le  
m a r q u i s  de L a  F a r e ,  p ro m in e n t  in te l l e c tu a l s ,  m e m b e r s  of th e  F r e n c h  
n o b i l i ty  an d  l e a r n e d  a r i s to c r a c y .  O u r  poe t h ad  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  of 
h e a r i n g  t h e s e  peop le  f i r s t  hand . T h is  w a s  f o r  h im  a  g r e a t  s o u r c e  of 
in te l l e c tu a l  s t im u la t io n .  T he im p a c t  of the  new  m i l i e u  on th e  p h i lo s o ­
p h ic a l  a n d  g e n e r a l  deve lopm en t of L a  F o n ta in e  i s  ev id en t  f r o m  th e  r i c h ­
n e s s  an d  m a t u r i t y  not only of the  fa b le s  of 1678 bu t of th e  p o e t 's  s u b -  
s eq u e n t  w o r k s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  L e  P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a . T h e  d i s c u s s io n s  
w ith  B e r n i e r  an d  o th e r  g a s s e n d is t  in te l le c tu a l s ,  t h e i r  r e f l e c t io n s  on 
the  p r o b le m  of a n im a l  soul, the  c a r t e s i a n  s y s te m ,  the  t h e o r i e s  of E p i ­
c u r u s ,  L u c r e t i u s  and  G a ssen d i  on the  s u b je c ts  of kno w led g e , p l e a s u r e ,  
d e a th  a n d  l i fe  in g e n e ra l ,  e n la rg e d  o u r  p o e t 's  in te l le c tu a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  
th u s  e n s u r in g  fo r  the  second  c o l le c t io n  of fa b le s  a w id e r  h o r i z o n  an d  
f r e s h  s o u r c e s  of in s p i ra t io n .
W hen the  fa b le s  of 1678 a p p e a re d ,  a  g r e a t  change  h a d  ta k e n  
p la ce  in  L a  F o n ta in e 's  s ty le  and s to ck  of id e a s .  C o m p le te  m a s t e r  of 
h is  a r t ,  the  poe t now had  no r iv a l s  w o r th y  of the  n a m e  in  h is  p a r t i c u ­
l a r  g e n r e .  S u re  of h im s e l f  and m o d e s t ly  t r iu m p h a n t ,  he  w as  a ck n o w ­
le d g e d  e v e r y w h e re  a s  a m a jo r  poet. H is  s u b je c t  m a t t e r  b e c a m e  m o r e
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d iv e rg e n t ,  g iv ing  g r e a t e r  v a r i e ty  to  the  w hole  c o l le c t io n .  T he  f a m i ­
l i a r  f e a t u r e s  and  s im p le  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the  t r a d i t i o n a l  ap o logue  
w e r e  r e p la c e d  w ith  o th e r  e m b e l l i s h m e n ts  w hich  w e re  m o r e  su i ta b le  
f o r  th e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  o:Ç the new  f a b le s .
T he  p h i lo s o p h e r -p o e t  hav ing  p e ep e d  out in  the  f i r s t  c o l le c t io n  
of f a b le s ,  now took  co u ra g e ,  a s s e r t i n g  h im s e l f  a s  he  p ro c e e d e d ,  a n d  
r e a c h in g  the  h ig h -w a te r  m a r k  in  t h e '  m e ta p h y s ic a l  and  p h i lo so p h ic a l  
d i s c u s s io n s  of the  second  co lle c t io n .  A t th is  s ta g e .  L a  F o n ta in e 's  
p o l i t i c a l  th in k in g  is  s t i l l  m o n a r c h ic a l  bu t h a s  b e c o m e  m o r e  n a t i o n a l i s ­
t ic  in  ou tlo o k . In  r e a c t io n  to  the  te n s e  m i l i t a r y  an d  d ip lo m a tic  s i t u a ­
t io n  in  c o n te m p o r a r y  E u ro p e ,  to  th e  n a t io n a l  e m e r g e n c y  and  th e  d a n ­
g e r  of i s o la t io n  th a t  th r e a te n e d  the  F r e n c h  n a t io n ,  the  poe t once m o r e  
p lunged  in to  p o l i t ic a l  p o e try ,  ad v o ca te d  ta c t fu l  d ip lo m acy , r e la x a t io n  
of t e n s io n  and  su p p o r t  fo r  the  n a t io n a l  sy m b o l .  A ll  th e s e  com bine  to  
m a k e  the  a u th o r  of the  fa b le s  of 1678 a p o l i t ic a l ly  c o n sc ie n t io u s  i n t e l ­
l e c t u a l  w h o se  r e f le c t io n s ,  v ig i la n c e  and  m a tu r i t y  a r e  m a n i f e s t  in  the  
s c in t i l l a t in g  w it  and  e ru d i t io n  of h is  w o rk s  and  w hose  m a in  o b je c t iv e  
is  p e a c e  and  "d e te n te " .
T o  th is  end. L a  F o n ta in e  e n la r g e d  h i s  id e a s  on e g o ism ,  
s t r e s s i n g  i t s  m o r e  neg a tiv e  a s p e c t s ,  i t s  d om inance  o v e r  m e n  an d  the  
t h r e a t  i t  p o s e s  to  p eace  and "d e te n te "  w hen  i t  i s  g r o s s l y  a b u se d .
In  c o n ta c t  w ith  the  g a s s e n d is t  in te l le c tu a l s  in -L im e ,  de L a  
S a b l i è r e ' s c i r c l e ,  the  p o e t 's  in i t ia l  m e ta p h y s ic a l  doubt o r  in te l le c tu a l  
s c e p t i c i s m  found a new  so u rc e  of in s p i r a t io n .  He u n d e rs to o d  m o r e  
c l e a r l y  th e  i s s u e s  invo lved  in  the  D e s c a r t e s - G a s s e n d i  c o n t r o v e r s y  
o v e r  th e  t h e o r y  of r e a s o n  and  the  s e n s e s  and  o v e r  th e  p r o b le m  of 
a n im a l  in te l l ig e n c e .  A n a p o s t le  of g a s s e n d is m ,  L a  F o n ta in e  ta k e s  
s id e s  w ith  the  a n t i - c a r t e s i a n s ,  c o n t r a d ic t s  D e s c a r t e s  and  a f f i r m s  the 
c o m p le m e n ta r y  r o le s  of r e a s o n  and the  s e n s e s  to  e a c h  o th e r .  He 
w a n ts  id e a s  to be confined  w ith in  the  l im i t s  of e x p e r ie n c e .  What 
h u m an  e x p e r ie n c e  and  m in d  can  d e m o n s t r a t e  a s  e x is t in g  shou ld  be 
a c c e p te d  a s  a  fa c t .  T he  poet g ra n ts  i t  v a l id i ty  b e c a u s e  it c o n fo rm s  
to c o m m o n  s e n s e .  O th e r  th ings  w hich  cannot m e e t  th is  d e m an d  he 
t r e a t s  w ith  no n ch a lan ce  o r  fa ls e  m o d e s ty .  T h e s e  te n d e n c ie s  co m b in e  
to  m a k e  an  in te l le c tu a l ly  m a tu r e  L a  F o n ta in e  a f r e e - th in k in g  p oe t.
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L ik e  S a in t - E v re m o n d ,  he c u l t iv a te d  the  g a s s e n d is t  a t t i tu d e  of b e in g  
d i s c r e e t  in  h is  p ro n o u n c e m e n ts ,  m o d e s t  in  a s p i r a t i o n s  bu t s c e p t ic a l ,  
i r o n i c  and  a lm o s t  genu inely  in d if fe re n t  to  the  p r o b le m s  of l i f e ,  p a r ­
t i c u l a r l y  th o s e  th a t  s e e m  to  t r a n s c e n d  h u m a n  u n d e rs ta n d in g .  I t  i s  
t r u e  th a t  h u m a n  d eve lopm en t can  be r e a l i z e d  only a f t e r  in te n s iv e  i n ­
t e l l e c tu a l  e f fo r t ,  bu t m a n  should  a l s o  tak e  no te  of w hat th e  h u m a n  
m in d  can  and  canno t do. It canno t, f o r  in s ta n c e ,  know the  o r ig in s  
o r  the  f i r s t  p r in c ip le s  of th ings  n o r  can  i t  p e n e t r a te  the  in f in i te  and  
and  c o m p re h e n d  the  u l t im a te  n a tu r e  of r e a l i t y .  B ut i t  c an  re c o g n iz e  
the  v a lu e s  of e x p e r ie n c e  and  l e a r n  to  w eigh  th e s e  v a lu e s  th ro u g h  the  
use  of r e a s o n .
I t  w as  not ju s t  the  e p i c u r e a n - g a s s e n d i s t  t h e o r y  of k now ledge  
th a t  L a  F o n ta in e  adop ted  f r o m  th e  c i r c l e  of M m e. de L a  S a b U è re .
He a lso  im b ib e d  the  g ro u p 's  s c ie n t i f ic  c u r io s i ty ,  i t s  h u m a n is m  and , 
above  a l l ,  i t s  p ro v id e n t ia l i s t  t e n d e n c ie s .  I n s p i r e d  b y  the  a t t i tu d e  of 
th e  new  m i l i e u  and  by h is  re a d in g  of M a le b ra n c h e ,  S p inoza  and , to  a  
l e s s e r  e x ten t ,  L e ib n iz ,  the  poe t b la m e s  m a n 's  in o rd in a te  a m b it io n ,  
h i s  ig n o ra n c e  and  ab u se  of e g o ism  f o r  m o s t  of the  s u f fe r in g  and  m i s e r y  
in  th e  w o r ld ,  and  a f f i r m s  the  g o o d n ess  of n a tu r e ,  gu ided  b y  P r o v id e n c e .  
N a tu re  an d  the  P ro v id e n c e  tha t  g o v e rn s  h e r  a r e  w e l l - in te n t io n e d ,  bu t 
m a n ,  b e c a u s e  of the  l im i ta t io n s  of h is  in te l le c t ,  i s  in c a p a b le  of p e r ­
c e iv in g  fu l ly  e i th e r  the  d e ta i ls  of h is  r e la t io n s h ip  w ith  th i s  P r o v id e n c e  
o r  the  e t e r n a l  o r d e r  and in te rd e p e n d e n c e  of n a tu re  a s  a  w h o le .  T h u s  
fo r  L a  F o n ta in e ,  i t  is  the  l im i ta t io n s  in  m a n 's  in te l l ig e n c e  th a t  give 
the  i m p r e s s i o n  of d is e q u i l ib r iu m  in  n a tu re ,  f o r  h is  ig n o ra n c e  p r e v e n t s  
h im  f r o m  re c o g n iz in g  the  e s s e n t ia l ly  r e s t r i c t i v e  c h a r a c t e r  of e v e r y  
gift a n d  e v e r y  s i tu a t io n .  What the  l im i t e d  h u m an  in te l l ig e n c e  v iew s  
a s  e v i l  o r  a s  an  e r r o r  in a g iven  p ie ce  of n a t u r e 's  w o rk  i s  bu t a  
p a r t  of the  e t e r n a l  p e r fe c t io n  of th a t  p a r t i c u l a r  w o rk  in  r e l a t io n  to  the  
g e n e r a l  d e s ig n  w hich  is  beyond m a n 's  c o m p re h e n s io n .  F in a l ly ,  o u r  
f a i lu r e  to  u n d e r s ta n d  a l l  is  no ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  s u r r e n d e r i n g  o n e se l f  
to  in t e l l e c tu a l  l ib e r t in i s m  o r  to fu ti le  m e ta p h y s ic a l  s p e c u la t io n s .  W ith ■ 
th i s  con fidence  in the  goodwill of P r o v id e n c e  to w a rd s  n a tu r e .  L a  
F o n ta in e 's  in i t ia l  a p p re h e n s io n  of dea th  now g ives  w ay  to  a  m o r e  e p i ­
c u r e a n  co n cep tio n  of the  phenom enon . D e a th  now b e c o m e s  a m o r a l  
n e c e s s i t y ,  s in ce  m a n  c o m m e n c e s  dying f r o m  the  v e r y  m o m e n t  of
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b i r t h .  T h u s  d ea th  i s  s ee n  by  o u r  poe t a t  th i s  s ta g e  a s  an  e v e n tu a l i ty  
to  be a lw ay s  a n t ic ip a te d  and  a c c e p te d  w ith  fo r t i tu d e  and  s e r e n i ty  
w hen  i t  o c c u r s .  L ife  too b e c o m e s  a w o n d e rfu l  o p p o r tu n i ty  w hose  
w o r th  and  d ig n ity  co n s is t :  not in  how long but how w e ll  one l iv e s .
A s  to  w ha t fo l lo w s  a f t e r  m o r t a l  l i fe ,  L a  F o n ta in e 's  a t t i tu d e  i s  no t q u ite  
c l e a r ,  bu t  h i s  in s t in c t iv e  d re a d  of d e ce p t io n  m a k e s  h im  k e ep  an  open  
an d  f le x ib le  m in d  on the  q u es t io n  of im m o r ta l i ty .
In the  g r e a t  in te l le c tu a l  c o n t r o v e r s y  w hich  o p p o sed  the  th e o r y  
of a n im a l  souls to  c a r t e s i a n  a u to m a t is m ,  th e  poe t once m o r e  show s h i m ­
s e l f  a s  a  c o n v in ce d  g a s s e n d is t .  L ik e  G a s s e n d i ,  he  a f f i r m s  th a t  t h e r e  '
.  I
a r e  t h r e e  g r a d e s  of sou l : the  S'eq soul of p la n ts ,  the  s e n s i t i v e 4
sou l of, L;! Oir)imals and the  r a t io n a l  sou l w hich  m a n  p o s s e s s e s  ^
a lone  in  a d d i t io n  to  the  lo w e r  c o r p o r e a l  so u ls .  T he  f a c u l t i e s  of a 
g iven  g ra d e  of sou l a r e  a t t r ib u te s  w hich  r e v e a l  th e m s e lv e s  in  the  c o n -  :
d uc t of the  c r e a t u r e s  p o s s e s s in g  th a t  sou l.  - T h u s  a n im a l s ,  ju d g e d  f r o m  I
t h e i r  b e h a v io u r ,  a r e  m o r e  th an  m e r e  a u to m a ta .  T h e  h i e r a r c h y  w h ich  
L a  F o n ta in e  v i s u a l i z e s  in n a tu re  le a d s  to  t h r e e  c o n c lu s io n s  : the  a f f i r ­
m a t io n  of m a n 's  s u p e r io r i ty  o v e r  a l l  o th e r  e a r th ly  c r e a t u r e s ,  the  c o r -  j
r e s p o n d e n c e  b e tw ee n  m a n  and the  lo w e r  a n im a ls  and  the  f r a t e r n i t y  of 
a l l  h u m a n  b e in g s  f r o m  w hich r e s u l t  the  e n c o u ra g e m e n t  of a l l  e f fo r t  
w h ich  s e e k s  to  u n ite  th e m  a s  c h i ld re n  of one fa m ily ,  and  the  r e p u d ia ­
t io n  of th e  f o r c e s  th a t  divide an d  a n tag o n ize  th e m  a g a in s t  e a c h  o th e r .  
G a s s e n d i 's  h y p o th e s i s ,  a s  ado p ted  by L a  F o n ta in e ,  i s  an  a t te m p t  to  
e s ca p e  the  d i le m m a  c r e a te d  by  the  c a r t e s i a n  d u a l i s m .  I t s  m e r i t  l i e s  
in  i t s  p r o p o s i t io n  of a  so lu tion  w hich d o es  ju s t i c e  to  a l l  c r e a t u r e s  in  
n a tu r e  w ithou t e n c ro a c h in g  on h u m an  p r e r o g a t iv e s .  In  th is  s e n s e ,  the  
p o e t 's  de fen ce  of the  d o c tr in e  of a n im a l  souls i s  one of the  o u ts ta n d in g  
p ro o fs  of h i s  in te l le c tu a l  m a tu r i ty .
F u r t h e r  p ro o fs  of the m a t u r i t y  and  in d eed  the  v e r s a t i l i t y  of h is  
gen ius  a r e  s e e n  in  the  fo llowing up of the  e f fo r t  to w r i t e  a  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
p o e t ry ,  m a d e  in  the  D is c o u r s  a M m e, de L a  S a b l ie r e  w ith  an  a t te m p t  
a t s c ie n t i f ic  m e d i ta t io n  in  Le P o e m e  du Q u in q u in a . T h a n k s  to  i n s p i r a t io n  
d ra w n  m a in ly  f r o m  the  w r i t in g s  of F r a n ç o i s  de M ongino t, and  the  m o r a l  
e n c o u r a g e m e n t  f r o m  the  d u c h e s se .  de B ouillon , L a  F o n ta in e  d e m o n s t r a t e d  
the  g r e a t  h e ig h ts  w hich h is  in te l le c tu a l  d ev e lo p m en t  h a d  a t ta in e d  by  c o m ­
p o s in g  a long poem  on a s c ie n t i f ic  su b jec t ,  d i s c u s s in g  the re la ted  themes of
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f e v e r ,  b lood  c i r c u la t io n  and  the d ru g  of "q u in q u in a " .  A s  a  s c ie n t i f ic  
e x p o s i t io n ,  th i s  w o rk  la c k s  e m p i r i c a l  e x a c t i tu d e  and  l e a v e s  m a n y  
g a p s .  B ut ius m e r i t  l i e s  in the  p o e t 's  a u d a c io u s  a d a p ta t io n  of e x c i t in g  
new  d e v e lo p m e n ts  in  sc ien ce  and m e d ic in e  to  p o e t ry .  T h e  p o em  is  
the  p ro d u c t  of a  m o r e  s e r e n e  w isd o m  ; a  w isd o m  w hich  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  
of y e a r s  h a s  co n d itio n ed  to a p p r e c ia te  c o u ra g e ,  e f fo r t  a n d  g e n e r o s i ty .
It a l s o  show s the  r e a c t io n  of a d i s i l lu s io n e d  bu t a l e r t  o ld  age  in  the  
f a c e  of the  in e x h a u s t ib le  w o n d e rs  of n a tu r e .  I t s  a u d a c io u s  m o d e r n i ty  
an d  c a u t io u s  o p t im is m  in  the  fu tu re  of m e d ic a l  s c ie n c e  m a k e  i t  th e  
m o s t  f o r w a rd - lo o k in g ,  even if  the  m o s t  sp e c u la t iv e ,  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  
p o e m s .  T h e  p o e t  h a s  now, th an k s  to  h is  e c le c t ic  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  g row n  
to  b e , in  tu r n ,  a l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t ,  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  s c i e n t i s t  a n d  a m a t e u r  
p h y s ic ia n .  T h u s  the  th r e e  b ro a d  a s p e c t s  of in te l l e c tu a l  growth^ n a m e ly ,  
the  l i t e r a r y ,  the  p h ilo so p h ica l  and  the  s c ie n t i f ic ,  h a v e  now  c r y s t a l l i z e d  
and  f e r t i l i z e d  e a c h  o th e r  in the  s a m e  p e r s o n a l i ty ,  a  f a c t  w h ich  w as  
r e c o g n iz e d  an d  c o n f i rm e d  by L a  F o n ta in e 's  e le c t io n  to  th e  F r e n c h  
A c a d e m y ,  th u s  b r in g in g  to a m o s t  s u c c e s s fu l  c l im a x  so m e  f o r ty  y e a r s  
of l i t e r a r y  an d  in te l le c tu a l  a s p i r a t i o n .
T h e  p o e t 's  e lec t io n  to  the A c a d e m y  m a r k s  no t only  the  c l im a x  
of h is  c a r e e r  bu t the  beginning  of i t s  d ec lin e  a s  w e l l  due m a in ly  to  
old a g e .  He dw indled  f ro m  p o e try  to  p r o s e  in  the  C o m p a r a i s o n  d ' 
A le x a n d r e ,  de C e s a r  et de M o n s ie u r  le  P r i n c e , p u b l is h e d  s h o r t ly  a f t e r  
h is  e le c t io n  to  th e  A cad e m y  in  1684. A p a r a l l e l  d e c l in e  f r o m  d iv e r s i t y  
to  m e d le y  i s  e q u a l ly  d is c e rn ib le  in L e s  O u v ra g e s  de p r o s e  et de p o e s ie  
d e s  s i e u r s  de M a u c ro ix  et de L a  F o n ta in e  w h ich  a p p e a r e d  th e  fo llow ing  
y e a r .  T h e  n ew  p o e m s  in th is  c o l le c t io n  la c k  so m e th in g  of th e  b e a u ty  
and e le g a n c e  of s ty le  w hich c h a r a c t e r i z e  the  e a r l i e r  c o m p o s i t io n s .
T h e r e  i s  now  a  te n d en c y  to be too a c a d e m ic  in  th e  u s e  of f ig u r e s  of 
sp ee c h ,  co u p led  w ith  an  a r t i f i c i a l  and  co ld  e le g a n c e  of s ty le ,  l o s s  of 
f o r c e  in  p o e t ic  d ic t io n  and a c e r t a in  a i r  of o b s c u r i ty  in  e x p r e s s io n .  
T h e s e  in d ic a te  th a t ,  w hile  be ing  m o r e  m a t u r e  in  though t,  the  poe t h a s  
lo s t  m u c h  of th e  p o e tic  im ag in a t io n  and  e x p r e s s iv e  f o r c e  w h ich  d i s t i n ­
gu ish  h i s  b e s t  l i t e r a r y  c o m p o s i t io n s .  But th e  d e c l in e  in  the  q u a l i ty  
and  q u a n t i ty  of h is  l i t e r a r y  output did not a f fe c t  h is  a c t iv e  p a r t i c ip a t io n  
in  the  p u r e ly  in te l le c tu a l  b u s in e s s  of the  A c a d e m y .  T h u s  in  the  q u a r r e l  
b e tw e e n  the  A n c ie n ts  and  the M o d e rn s ,  h e  ta k e s  s id e s  w ith  the  f o r m e r
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and  a f f i r m s  th e  s u p e r io r i ty  of the  a n c ie n t  a r t s  an d  c u l tu r e ,  and  
ack n o w le d g e s  h is  debt to a n tiq u ity  fo r  the  fo r m a t io n  of h is  m in d  an d  
a r t .  I t  i s  no w o n d e r ,  th e r e f o r e ,  th a t  the  poet r e t u r n e d  to  O vid  in 
the  l a s t  y e a r s  of h is  c a r e e r  to  d ra w  in s p i r a t io n  f o r  the  tw in  p o e m s  
of  P h i l e m o n  et B a u c is  and L e s  F i l l e s  de M inée  in  w hich  he  s t r e s s e s  
the  im p o r ta n c e  of love  and  f r ie n d s h ip  a s  e t e r n a l  v i r t u e s  and  th e  t r u e  
e s s e n c e  of "v o lu p té " ,  and  r e - e m p h a s i z e s  the  n e e d  to  obey  l e g i t im a te  
n a t u r a l  im p u l s e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  the  u rg e  to  lo v e .  A bove a l l ,  th e s e  
tw in  p o e m s  r e v e a l  L a  F o n ta in e 's  co n v en tio n a l  u s e  a n d  i r o n i c a l  a t t i ­
tu d e  to  th e  gods of an tiq u ity  and  the  m y th o lo g ic a l  f i g u r e s  h e  u s e s  in  
h is  l i t e r a r y  c r e a t io n .  He u s e s  th e m  a s  d e c o r a t iv e  d e v ic e s ,  w h ile  
h id in g  h is  e p ic u r e a n  i r r e v e r e n c e  and  co n tem p t f o r  th e  s o - c a l l e d  d i ­
v in i t i e s  u n d e r  a  s u p e r f ic ia l  shov/ of r e s p e c t .  P h ilem o n  e t B a u c is  
and  L e s  F i l l e s  de Mine e co m p le te  the  c y c le  d efin ed  b y  L a  F o n t a i n e 's  
l i t e r a r y  w o r ld .  H is  in te l le c tu a l  p o v /e rs  h av e  g ro w n  along w ith  h i s  
l i t e r a r y  sk i l l  a s  he  m o v ed  s low ly  b u t  s te a d i ly  f r o m  p u r e  l i t e r a t u r e  
to  p h ilo so p h y , p h ilo sophy  to  s c ie n c e ,  s c ie n c e  to  h is to r y  and fr o m  
h i s t o r y  b a c k  to  l i t e r a t u r e .  A s  a  f i t t in g  c o n c lu s io n  to  t h i s  lo n g  and  
w ind ing  c a r e e r ,  the  poet la u n ch ed  th e  tw e lfth  and la s t  Book o f  fa b le s  
in  1 6 9 3 . T h i s  i s  a  sy n th e s is  of his  e p ic u r e a n  w isd o m  and  in te l le c tu a l  
m a tu r i t y .
A s  a  w o rk  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  m o r e  m a tu r e  y e a r s ,  th e  l a s t  
c o l le c t io n  of f a b le s  ten d  to  be m o r e  p h ilo so p h ic a l th an  a r t i s t i c .  H e r e ,  
th e  p o e t  m a k e s  a  f in a l  d efin itio n  o f th e  fa b le  a s  a  r e a l i s t ic  a p p r a is a l  
of th e  h u m a n  cond ition  and c o n fir m s  th e  r o le  o f a n im a ls  a s  an  e x a m p le  
to  m e n .  M a tu r e  and  d is il lu s io n e d . L a  F o n ta in e  h a s  c o m e  to  th e  b i t ­
t e r  b u t  v a l id  c o n c lu s io n  that m a n , on  a cco u n t o f  h is  s h o r t - c o m in g s ,  
wdll a lw a y s  b e  a  w olf to  h is  fe l lo w  m a n . A t th e  s a m e  t im e ,  h e  c o n ­
c lu d e s  h i s  r e f l e c t io n  on  th e  su b jec t o f  e g o is m  and  c o n d e m n s  th e  t e n ­
d e n cy  to  s e e  o n ly  the r e la t io n  o f  s e l f - e s t e e m  to  th e  n e e d  fo r  s e c u r it y  
b u t  n o t  th at of s e l f - r e s p e c t  to  m o r a l c o n s c ie n c e .  O ld  a g e  an d  m a t u ­
r i t y  a l s o  b rou g h t w ith  th em  p o lit ic a l  d is i l lu s io n m e n t  f o r  th e  p o e t , r e ­
su lt in g  in  th e  c o o lin g  o ff o f h is  in it ia l  e n th u s ia sm  f o r  th e  m o n a r c h y .  
T h e  e x c e s s e s  o f th e  la t t e r ,  th e  a v id i ty ,  h y p o c r is y , s e l f i s h n e s s  an d  
c o r r u p tio n  o f  th e  r o y a l C ourt h a v e  sh a k e n  h is  c o n fid e n c e  in  th e  e f f i ­
c ie n c y  and  i n t e g r i ty  o f a b so lu te  m o n a r c h y  a s  a  f o r m  o f  g o v ern m en ts
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But the  p o e t  n e i th e r  r e v o l t s  openly  n o r  a d v o c a te s  v io le n t  r e v o lu t io n s ,  
s in ce  th i s  m e r e l y  r e p la c e s  cne s e t  of w o lv es  w ith a n o th e r .  A g a in s t  
th e  tu m u l t ,  i n t r ig u e s  and  u n e a s in e s s  of pub lic  g lo ry  he  o p p o ses  the  
p e a c e ,  s e r e n i t y  and  c o m fo r t  of so l i tu d e ,  th u s  g iving in  L e  Juge  a r ­
b i t r e ,  l 'H o s p i t a l i e r ,  e t  le  S o l i ta i r e  h is  l a s t  w o rd  on the  q u e s t io n  of 
so l i tu d e  and  the  n e e d  to  u n d e rs ta n d  o n e se l f  and  o n e 's  c a p a b i l i t i e s .
A f te r  show ing m a n  the  t r u e  n a tu re  of the  w o r ld ,  the  poe t now show s 
h im  how  b e s t  to  ad ap t  h im s e l f  to  the  s i tu a t io n .
A n u m b e r  of q u es t io n s  a r i s e  a s  to  the  d i r e c t in g  m o tiv e  of 
L a  F o n t a i n e 's  though t.  Was i t  s c ie n t i f ic ,  a e s th e t ic ,  e th ic a l ,  p o l i t ic a l  
o r  e c o n o m ic ?  D id he  have  a deep  i n t e r e s t  in  th e  d e v e lo p m en t  of 
n a tu r a l  s c i e n c e ?  D id he a t te m p t  to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  u n iv e r s e  in  the  l ig h t  
of new  s c ie n t i f ic  d i s c o v e r i e s ,  hop ing  to  a c h ie v e  m e ta p h y s ic a l  in s ig h t  
in to  t r u t h s  h i th e r to  unknown? A nd did  he ap p ly  th is  f r e s h  know ledge  
of n a tu r e  a n d  h u m a n ity  to the  in t e r p r e t a t i o n  of m a n ?  O r ,  on the  c o n ­
t r a r y ,  d id  he  re d u c e  a l l  h is  th ink ing  to the  dual o b je c t iv e s  of " p la i r e
2
et i n s t r u i r e  l e s  h o m m e s " ?  O r ,  w ith  h is  r e d u c in g  of h is  s c ie n t i f ic ,  
e th ic a l  and  m e ta p h y s ic a l  th ink ing  to  s im p le  m o r a l iz in g ,  d id  he t r a n s ­
f o r m  the  p o l i t ic a l ,  econom ic  and  s o c ia l  o r d e r  an d  o f fe r  m a n k in d  a  new  
in c e n t iv e ?  In  s h o r t ,  w hat i s  the  c h a r a c t e r  of L a  F o n ta in e 's  i n t e l l e c -  
t u a l i s m ?
What e m e r g e s  f ro m  the  c o n s id e ra t io n  of th e s e  q u e s t io n s  i s  
th a t ,  in  sp i te  of h is  i n t e r e s t  in  id e a s ,  L a  F o n ta in e  i s  n e i th e r  a  s c i e n ­
t i s t  n o r  a  p o l i t ic a l  dem agogue  n o r  a  p h i lo s o p h e r  in the  s t r i c t  s e n s e  of 
the  t e r m .  A lthough  the  poet h a s  m a n y  in t e r e s t i n g  th in g s  to s a y  abou t 
a lm o s t  e v e ry th in g ,  he c a n n o t . be s a id  to  have  dev e lo p ed  a c o h e re n t  
body  of th o ugh t and  h is  id eas  cannot be a r r a n g e d  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  u n d e r  
a  s in g le  p h ilo so p h y  a s  such . H is  w o rk  is  one of r e n o v a t io n  and  e m ­
b e l l i s h m e n t ,  a  c o n s ta n t  e ffo r t  to im p ro v e  upon r a t h e r  c ru d e  s u b je c t  m a t ­
t e r ,  g iv ing  it e leg a n c e ,  c h a r m  and r e s p e c ta b i l i ty .  H is  w r i t in g s  c o n ­
s t i tu te  a r e l a t iv e ly  long l i s t  of lo o s e ly  c o n s t r u c te d  tho u g h ts  w hich  s p r in g  
f r o m  a  m in d  m a r v e l lo u s ly  a l e r t  and  re c e p t iv e .  H is  id e a s  a r e  n e i th e r  
t r e n c h a n t  n o r  do g m atic  : tak e  n a tu re  a s  i t  i s ;  e n d ea v o u r  to be n e i th e r  
c h ea t  n o r  dupe, no t to expec t a r e f o r m a t io n  of the  b a s ic  h u m a n  n a tu r e ,
1. L a  F o n ta in e ,  Op. C i t . , p. 173, F a b l e s , XII, 24,
2. I b i d . ,  p . 110, VI, 1, 1 .5 . C f . p . 66, "A M o n se ig n e u r  le D auph in"
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m o d e r a t io n  in  the  en jo y m en t of the  p l e a s u r e s  of l ife  an d  fo r t i tu d e  
in  the  fa c e  of d ea th .  In  th is  s e n s e ,  ^ in te l le c tu a l ly  m a t u r e  L a  F o n ta in e  
i s  m o r e  of a  m o r a l i s t ,  an  e p ic u r e a n  p oe t th a n  a p r o f e s s io n a l  s c i e n t i s t ,  
p o l i t i c i a n  o r  p h i lo s o p h e r .  H is  c a r e e r  r e p r e s e n t s  the  r e a c t i o n  of 
h is  p a r t i c u l a r  gen ius  to  the  p ro b le m s  p o s e d  by  h i s  c e n tu ry .  T h i s  e x ­
p la in s  h is  e c l e c t i c i s m  and  d iv e r s i ty  of i n t e r e s t s .  But d iv e r s i ty  in  L a  
F o n ta in e 's  w o rk  i s  no t synonym ous w ith  a  d i s o r g a n i s e d  d i s p e r s a l  of 
l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s  and  th e m e s .  I t  m e a n s  a  s y s te m a t i c  and  o rg a n ic  e v o ­
lu t io n  of a c a r e e r  w hich  deve loped  a c c o rd in g  to i t s  own la w s .
T h e  in i t i a l  a p p re h e n s io n  w hich  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  th i s  e v o lu t io n  i s  
ro o te d  in  p e s s i m i s m  abou t the  h u m an  co n d it io n  and  m a n 's  a b i l i ty  to  
g ra p p le  w ith  i t ,  j u s t  a s  h is  c o n so la t io n  in  the  face  of th i s  r e a l i t y  i s  
m o t iv a te d  b y  h is  confidence  in  h u m a n  r e s o u r c e s ,  gu ided  by  th e  ^b en e ­
v o le n t  h a n d s  of n a tu r e .  T he  g row th  of th i s  con fidence  in  h im s e l f  i s  
s e e n  r e a d i ly  enough f r o m  the c o n t r a s t  b e tw e e n  h is  e a r l y  a p p r e h e n s io n  
of d ea th  an d  ev il  and  h is  f in a l  s e l f - a s s u r a n c e ,  p r o v id e n t ia l i s t  fa i th  
an d  m a t u r e  r e s ig n a t io n .  F in a l ly ,  i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  th a t  L a  F o n ­
t a i n e 's  l i t e r a r y  and  in te l le c tu a l  g row th  i s  c e n t r e d  a ro u n d  h is  f a v o u r i te  
m o r a l i s t s ,  b ooks  and  s y s te m s .  B ut w hat he  ta k e s  f r o m  th e m  i s  w ha t 
he c h o o s e s .  E v e n  in  h is  b e lo v ed  E p ic u r u s ,  L u c r e t iu s ,  H o ra c e ,  
G a s s e n d i  and  M a lh e rb e  in w hose  sch o o ls  of though t he i s  f o r m e d ,  
t h e r e  is  m u c h  th a t  he r e j e c t s .  T h is  s tu d y  h a s  a t t e m p te d  to  show  h i s  
n e e d s ,  h is  q u e s t  and  h is  d i s c o v e ry  of co n fid en ce  in  n a tu r e  and  in  th e  
a r t s  a s  c e n t r a l  to  h is  evo lu tion .
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